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	1. Chapter 1: The New Great Journey

Chapter 1: The New Great Journey

**Installation 00**

**Unknown Location**

**December 23, 2552**

They were running out of time, that much was apparent. The Halo ring was literally about to shake itself into oblivion, and it would destroy anything that was within the destructive radius. The Spartan pushed the limits of the human vehicle, the Warthog, to its absolute limit and it sailed over the ramp into the ship, the_ Forward Unto Dawn_. The Warthog remained somewhat upright, but as soon as the vehicle entered the bay, they were both thrown out of the vehicle as it slowed to a crawl, upside down. Neither of them were hurt. It would take more than this to injure them, and he had no intention of dying, not everything that he had been through. He was the Arbiter, the voice and now ultimate leader of the Sangheili, one of the greatest warrior of his species that was alive, and a master strategist. He would not die here, no. If he was to die, it would be in the heat of battle, and there was no such thing here.

Thel 'Vadum turned to look as the ship began to shift and its once level platform tip to one side. A human Scorpion tank began to slide its way towards him. He needed to move out of the way quickly. With years of training behind him, he rose and quickly sprinted to get away from the incoming tank. Noticing a pile of crates, he moved to quickly get behind them, with only a fraction of a second to spare as the tank came crashing into the crates. After the initial push, Thel checked to make sure that he was not injured beyond healing. When he found himself undamaged and still whole, he tried to move his way out of the crates. He cleared his field of vision enough to see the Spartan give a small nod of acknowledgement. He, too, responded with a nod. He then began to make his way to the front of the ship. They needed to get this ship moving. They would die of they wasted more time.

Thel felt a slight hum of power and felt the ship began to move. He would know that movement anywhere. He had been a Supreme Commander of the Covenant for many years. Having been Supreme Commander of the Fleet of Particular Justice, had known the subtle and silent shifting of ships as they turned, the slight impacts of UNSC rounds against their shields, albeit barely, and evasive maneuvering. Being and warrior and a commander were just natural to him, and he good at being both, but his position as the Arbiter of his people would likely demand that he be called to lead his people into the difficult times that would be no doubt coming now that the Covenant was in complete disarray and the war was all but over.

Even now, he could see the potential problems being faced, them being the hatred for humans that still lingered, the rational voices pushing for an alliance or at least a peaceful coexistence, and isolationists who would say that Sanghelios should not bother with Humanity and just leave each other be. Of course, Thel knew that Humanity was better as allies than as enemies, despite the twenty-seven years of war and the hatred and animosity that no doubt existed between the races of the former Covenant and United Nations Space Command.

How ironic to think that he held Humanity in high esteem now. A lot of it came from before he became the Arbiter. Although throughout virtually all of the war, despite him believing them to be heretics and a blight, he did hold a grudging respect for Humans that they held many worlds and that they were willing to defend them to the death, a trait that any Sangheili would respect, friend or enemy. Another thing that impressed him about humans was their versatility. As much as he hated to admit it, none of the species of the Covenant were nearly as broad-skilled and knowledgeable about the many other aspects of life. Not even the Kig-Yar and Unggoy were that knowledgeable and even as the Unggoy, as good as they were.

Humans were warriors, but they were also scientists, doctors, leaders, historians, religious, and so much more. And after the Arbiter had discovered that the entirety of the Covenant had been built on a lie and that the Prophet of Truth, along with the other Prophets, lied about the nature of the Humans, he felt betrayed, angry, and shocked beyond his imagination. Never in a thousand lifetimes was he expecting such a painful truth. To know that for twenty-seven years, he had been slaughtering, butchering, and mercilessly killing innocent men, women, children, and infants, filled him was great guilt. The lives of possible tens of millions of Humans were on his hands, and nothing would ever undo his horrible atrocities.

Although they had only surfaced recently, he had visions, dreams, and flashbacks to his earlier days of the war, fighting in ground engagements. Thel had done his share of dealing death personally. He could remember the faces of the many humans of all ages cowering in fear of him, some frozen on the spot, others hiding in corners. Despite their pleas for mercy and begging for life, never once did he ever give into them. They were weak, and they were nothing to him. They simply had to die by orders of the Prophets, and like the blind obedient servant he was, he carried out the will of the Prophets, all in the name of the Forerunners, or so he was led to believe.

Not only had the Prophets lied about the entirety of the Covenant, but they had also lied about Humanity. Humans were not an affront to the Forerunners; they were descendants of the Forerunners. That fact added to his already overwhelming guilt and horror. To be slaughtering Forerunners without a clue in the galaxy. How could he be so blind? He should have known that from the start, the Prophets declaring war was strange. Usually, the Covenant would be more than willing to open relations with others.

Although he knew perfectly well that he could never truly appeal to all of Humanity, he realized that whoever did break away from the Covenant owed Humanity billions of lives, and the best thing they could offer was their assistance in fighting for survival, which would never truly pay the debt owed, but it was at least a start to righting the wrongs. In the end both the Sangheili and the Humans realized that they both needed each other. Despite the war being fought on Human worlds, the Covenant had suffered heavy losses in lives, just as much or more than the Humans.

Although Humans did possess inferior technology, they were certainly creative with how they fought. They did not discriminate between Human and Covenant weapons. If it was intended to kill, it was fair game. Sangeheili thought nothing like this, preferring to die than to pick up any weapon belonging to the enemy. Earlier in his career, Thel would agree like anyone else, but when he was stripped of his rank as a Supreme Commander, he had lost all honor and doing these suicide missions had been his chance at returning to the Great Journey. He began to wonder if because of his rank that it mattered not what weapons or tools that he used, but how he used what he had at his disposal to fight against his enemies. His faith was further challenged by the Gravemind.

The Gravemind. That term still had ways of haunting him. Seeing the source of the Flood intelligence was the most unholy thing he had ever witnessed. It dared to challenge his faith, it dared to presume many things. Even as he was held in the clutches of the Gravemind, the words it spoke of were ones that stuck in his mind. Looking back, Thel had known that his faith was being challenged and his belief in the Covenant wavering. As he fought to Tartarus, his mind still mulled over the words.

_Your Prophets have promised you freedom from a doomed existence, but you will find no salvation on this ring. Those who built this place knew what they wrought. Do not mistake their intent or all will perish, as they did before._

How true the Gravemind was, even if for its own purpose. As much as he despised to admit it, the Gravemind, in a way, had liberated the Sangeheili from the Prophets and the Covenant. Never again would the Sangeheili submit to another. However, one thing that would not be so quick to be discarded was their battle prowess and fight for honor. Old traditions died hard.

Thel quickly made his way to the front of the ship. They needed to leave before they were turned to pieces. Thel was quick to seat himself into the pilot seat, despite it not accommodating his body. He ignore the uncomfortable feeling and began to work the controls, trying to keep the ship on a clear course, as best as he could manage. It had been a while since he had piloted a ship, but like his warrior and tactical instincts, his piloting instincts came to life. At least he could do something other than fighting, and just for the right time.

He then noticed the glow that seemed to be surrounding the visor of the ship. He had to hurry. The Halo ring was going to self-destruct. He realized that they may not make it at all, not that it scared him. At this point, few things caused fear and shock anymore, given that he had already experienced these to an extent that would prepare him for the future. If death came, then so be it, for he had already fought death and won on numerous occasions.

That was when his mind drifted to the Spartan still held in the back. He hoped that his fellow comrade was "riding out the storm", as humans saying went. That was his last thought before his vision was blinded by the light. Thel closed his eyes, willing to accept whatever was to come, whether it be Earth or death. It had been a good fight, and if he died, he would die knowing that the greater good had been served, that he had a helping hand in defending the galaxy from mass extinction.

0000000000000000

**Earth, Sol System**

**One day before Reaper Invasion**

**2186**

Earth was busy, and for good reason. For one, there were hundreds of ships surrounding Earth. For another, the other systems of the Solar System were becoming more and more alert. It was no doubt from what was to come. With what was going on now, on a galactic scale. Everyone had reason to be on edge. Admiral Steven Hackett knew this better than anyone else. His nerves were still holding strong, but despite this, he actually heeded Commander Jane Shepard's warnings about the Reapers. He had never been given a reason to doubt her.

He had seen the Reaper Sovereign fight against the Citadel Council. The footage was shocking and eye-opening. There was a greater power than the Council, and a giant storm was coming, one which had not been seen for over fifty-thousand years. All races were on edge, but no one was sure to what extent that the power of the Reapers extended, but it did not require the mind of a genius to do some figuring. If a single ship could do that much damage and endure so much punishment from numerous ships, then it stood to reason that an entire fleets worth of these ships could very well easily overwhelm any fleet the the Council races could throw at it. It was a certainty, but despite all of the overwhelming evidence and proof, the Council was still trying to deny the existence of a race that could case a mass extinction.

Hackett understood their hesitance to acknowledge the threat. Fear caused people to push aside what they cannot understand. If the council did, it would mean that they were at the end, and it would mean that they were possible accepting that they may not survive to their species. In fact, no species wanted to help one another, and every species was pulling back all their forces to try and fight their own battles, confident of victory. Damn politics and their political agendas getting in the way of the facts and the survival of the galaxy. If they wanted to play this game, they could play it once the war was over. Ignoring what was blatantly obvious was just pure and sheer ignorance and arrogance.

There would be war, there was no denying it, and Shepard had been very adamant about her opinion. She had spoken out to everyone, had done everything she could to convince the Council of the threat, but they soundly ignored her advice, convinced that the Reapers were merely a means to scare them all, as were the collectors. Curse politics for getting in the way of what was important. and dragging the entire galaxy with it. Curse them all indeed.

"Admiral," Ensign Lanklin said over an Omni-tool,"we have something that you may want to see."

Hackett turned his head to see one of his officers speaking on his Omni-tool. He wondered what was going on.

"What is it," Hackett asked.

"An unknown object has been detected speeding towards Earth, sir."

That got the Admiral's attention.

"What is the nature of the object," he inquired. "Is it the Reapers?"

"No, sir. Nothing like that. At first, we dismissed it to be a meteor, but then we realized that the object just appeared from nowhere. We sent a ship to get a closer look."

Getting up from his office space, Hackett began to make his way to the bridge of the SSV Aconcagua. It was bustling with activity, but many personnel and officers saluted him whenever possible. He acknowledge them all with a small nod. His hastened his strides, quick as he entered the bridge of the ship and took a look around. Everyone seemed to be extra on edge, even the more seasoned officers. On any normal day, he would question the nature of this anxiousness, but now they were dealing with an enemy of unknown capabilities and power. That, alone, did nothing to ease the minds of the crew. The other thing that bothered many of the the Alliance personnel, although no one showed it, was that Commander Shepard was discharged. Everyone was rather shocked to find this out, but no one knew the details surrounding her discharge, just that it happened without warning.

Admiral Hackett knew though, and he strongly disagreed with the Alliance Council about their reasons. Shepard had stopped the Collectors from abducting more humans lives. She had gone beyond the call of duty to do what was necessary, but there was little he could do to stop her confinement. The reasons were so outlandish and beyond logical. If Hackett knew Shepard, he knew that she would never join an organization like Cerberus without reason. Some claimed that she still had not terminated all connections with the terrorist organization, but surrendering herself and the _Normandy SR-2_ seemed proof enough that she cut all communications with Cerberus._  
><em>

Hackett was quick to enter the bridge of the _SSV Aconcagua_. He turned to one of the communications officers.

"Have we had any contact from the other ship sent to the outer colonies," he asked.

"No sir," Ensign Jackson said. "We've received no form of communication for over thirty-six hours. Absolutely none."

That was concerning indeed. They should have established contact no later than twenty-four hours ago, and Alliance Captains and Admirals were not known for being off schedule in any case. He turned his head to observe the crew.

"And what of the mysterious object," Hackett continued.

"It's approaching Earth, sir, and fast. We're receiving a visual now."

The feed began to projected onto the screen. Hackett could see the stars and then he saw the object. It was indeed rapidly speeding towards Earth. Where it came from, he did not know, but it was obviously a ship, or for better terms, the remains of a ship, but nothing like he had ever seen, and as it began to pick up speed, he could not make out any possible markings or any sort of indication as to who built it.

"Have we tried to identify the ship," Hackett continued.

"Yes, sir," Executive Officer Captain Hughes spoke. "We've cross-referenced with everything in Alliance databases, and everything came back negative."

So what were they dealing with? A new species? It did not seem likely, and for good reason. Hackett, even though the make of the ship was alien to him in some manner, it still looked familiar, like human familiar. Call it an instinct or paranoia, but somehow, there was more to this. It could also be a stray ship that was attacked, that was the easiest thing to say, but given the circumstances, and everything going on, all possibilities had to be considered.

"Can we stop the debris," Hackett asked quickly.

"It wouldn't matter if we did, sir. It's going to land in the ocean, a few miles out from shore. It won't do any damage."

Hackett thought for a moment. The civilian government would be on this on no flat time. They would likely salvage and inspect because they had the authority, and assuming that the crew of the wreckage was dead, but what if they were not?

000000000

Thel 'Vadum could see again, and the sight that greeted him was Earth, the way he remembered it. It looked okay, but then something caught his eye. The continent that was half-glassed was no longer glassed. Even from orbit the damage could have been seen. Rtas 'Vadum had personally seen to it that the Flood not survive, but now the scars were gone, just like that. How could that be?

_Something is not right_, Thel thought to himself.

Thel tried to raise someone on an communications, but then came to realize that all the equipment was reduced to dead metal weight. Cursing in his tongue, he made got out of the seat, trying in vain to remain grounded, but with the ship flailing every which-way, he was forced to grab the nearest wall and steady himself. In addition to the exremely unstable ship, Thel could also feel an intense heat build-up, no doubt coming from the ship entering the atmosphere of this planet, if it was Earth.

Thel made his way through the halls , trying in vain to get to the back to see what was going on, but then his mind recalled something. While he was reading the controls of the ship, he had noticed that the damage reports were saying that the back was no longer with him. As to confirm his thoughts, a loudspeaker called out.

"_Warning: hull integrity compromised. Please proceed to the nearest life boat for immediate evacuation._"

The Spartan was gone, but where was he? Was he on Earth, or in space, or was he dead? Thel did not know, but right now was no time to be fretting about his comrade. He had complete faith in the Human's ability. He was after all, the greatest enemy of the Covenant. Pushing his worry aside, Thel sprinted towards the nearest exit, his armor's shields flailing whenever an explosion was in close enough proximity or a stray flame came close enough, but he ignored these minor things and pushed on to find a way out of the ship.

Without warning, the ship began to jolt uncontrollably and Thel hit the ground in an undignified manner. He was not hurt, but he was a little more than annoyed. Quickly rising to his feet, he made noticed a few life pods. He quickly rose and began to fiddle with the controls to open the lifepod. The door opened, and Thel had to hunch over to get to the main controls. He began to work the controls when he gazed out the window and saw that he was coming into an ocean, or rather, was about to.

Then, the impact came. Thel was once again knocked off his feet. He had no time to shout curses as the ship began to sink and tip, going nose-down into the sea. With all the speed he could muster, Thel abandoned the life pod and took to the end of the ship, where he could see a slightly blue sky was some clouds. He had no time to sightsee as he was forced to grab onto something as the ship was now vertical. As if things could not get worse, a piece of loose debris began to barrel its way towards Thel. Frantic, He dove to his left and grabbed onto the wall nearby, which had enough grooves to keep a steady grip. Grunting in slight pain, he made a final push to the opening.

When he felt his hand on the edge, the first thing he felt was a searing heat, but it didn't hurt him in the least. He had been branded with the Mark of Shame and that was the most painful thing he had ever endured in his life. His whole body was subject to a painful burning, and he only cried out in pain. Never once did he beg for mercy. He was Sangheili. He would survive. With that new-found strength, He pulled himself onto a somewhat stable area and took in his surroundings.

The cities looked Human. From his location, he was a few miles off the coast of a major city of some sort. That, however, did not settle his mind. Something was still wrong. There was no sign of any sort of battle at all, no signs of damage, and no signs of the UNSC or Separatists fleets. Very unsettling indeed, and that led to the one fact that he couldn't deny.

_This is not Earth as I know it. Where am I?_

His thoughts turned to a source of sound in the sky. From the clouds came ships, nothing like the UNSC, Separatists, or Covenant. Against his better instinct, Thel reached for the Type-51 Carbine on his back and held it loosely in his hands. If these were friendlies, than he could breathe a bit easier. Maybe he could figure out what in the name of the Forerunners was going on. If they were enemies, then he would respond accordingly, that being attempting negotiation or a cease-fire, followed by battle if talking failed, then likely death. He was clearly outnumbered, and more likely than not, outgunned. He then grabbed his plasma rifle and held it in his left hand while the carbine remained in his right.

**This idea of mine is so ridiculous, but it might actually work. If this idea does not sound lame to you, then favorite, follow, and review. Ideas are accepted, and I welcome all criticism.**


	2. Chapter 2: System Alliance Reception

Chapter 2: Welcome to the System Alliance's planet Earth

**Earth, Solar System**

**One day before Reaper Invasion**

**2186**

Lieutenant Kathleen Allison held onto the shuttle as she and her team descended into Earth's atmosphere. They were not the only shuttle descending. Five other shuttles also were following their lead, all of them with the same mission. Approximately twenty-three minutes ago, a ship wreckage of unknown design and origins had crashed into one of Earth's oceans, just a few kilometers from the shores of the city Vancouver, in the country of Canada. The mission was simple: find out what they were dealing with, whether it be aliens or something else. Judging from the reports and information that they gave, which was very sparse, it was highly unlikely that there was anyone who had survived, given that there appeared to be only half a ship. If the lack of atmosphere hadn't killed the crew, than the vacuum of space had. Either way, it was a salvage operation, and it needed to be dealt with sooner rather than later.

Allison's hand was loosely on her sidearm, a standard-issue pistol. She had this strange feeling that there was more than a simple wreck. Things like these were too easy, and easy things were such a rare luxury these days. With the System Alliance getting ready for… the Reapers or whatever it was that was coming, everyone was working double and triple-timing their pace without pause. Allison had dared to question the nature of the many reinforcements and ships now orbiting the planet, but Captain Hughes only gave her the details that pertained to her and her station, and nothing else.

Preparations had been underway for many months. Rumor was that the reason for all the security was because of Commander Shepard, the Human Spectre, but they were just rumors. Most everyone knew that Shepard had been place under arrest, though for what reason, they could only speculate. Some say it was because she had worked for the terrorist organization, Cerberus, while others claimed that she destroyed a Mass Relay connecting this new threat to the galaxy.

Another rumor was that she had been behind the abduction of Human colonist worlds, but that one seemed extremely far-fetched, given Shepard's extensive combat record, not to mention her profile in general. Shepard was a war hero, and was willing to put her life before that of civilians, her squadmates, and her crew. Really, she was the shining example of everything good, or as good as one could be as a soldier and leader. She had never once been recorded or witnessed defying her own principals. Hell, she had even turned herself and the _SSV Normandy_ over as a sign of good faith, not something that many could say they had the ability to do, and she seemed to do without any regret, bitterness, or hatred.

Speaking of ships, the Lieutenant's head perked up at the shuttle pilot's voice over the com.

"_Lieutenant, we're approaching the drop zone. Receiving a visual now."_

Allison turned her head to the video screen as it projected the incoming feed. There was no denying that it was a ship, but it was nothing like she had seen. The ship was a dark grey, or maybe black. Although damaged, she could make out a rough shape. The ship looked to be many boxes pieced together. There were many protrusions that represented barrels, gun emplacements, she guessed. The wreck itself was fairly sizeable. If she had to guess, this ship was probably half the size of the biggest ships in the Alliance Arsenal. For a moment, her curiosity began to spout more questions as she wondered what kind of aliens would build a ship of this design. She was about to relay an order when her eyes strayed to the video as the feed got a better visual. Her sights were set on something on the side of the ship. It was as clear as daylight. Words were painted on the sides.

_UNSC Forward Unto Dawn_

Her mind began to think. That was English. If that was case, then perhaps they were not dealing with anything alien. It had to be human. How else could she explain it? The words, the ship design, they were all human. What were the chances that they were dealing with an alien species that just happened to develop a language and ship of similar design. It was Human, but that suddenly made her careful. This was awfully convenient and simple.

"Take us in further," she relayed to the pilot, "but stay on guard and watch for anything suspicious. Something is amiss here."

The shuttle accelerated slightly as it began to close in on the location of the ship that was now half-sunk ship wreckage, but given that the sea was not terribly deep this many kilometers out. Perhaps there was something worth salvaging, and if this ship was human, then the System Alliance would have free reign over what to do with it, not that this was terribly important in the big scheme of things.

The pilot came over the comm again.

"_Lieutenant, I have something else...that you may want to see._"

"What is it," Allison asked.

"_I honestly don't know. It's… I can't really explain. Video feed being uploaded now._"

Her head turned once again to the small screen. All the officers, along with her, let their eyes analyse it. What they say was somewhat interesting. At first, they thought, their eyes seemed to be deceiving, as it looked like some figure, roughy Turian. A Turian on this wreckage? That made no sense. Turians were not known to be pirates because their species lived a life of honesty and honor, something that kept them from doing the less than ideal careers. Alison decided that video was trying to deceive her. Better check again.

After looking again a bit closer than before, she noticed almost immediately that it did not look like a Turian at all. Even with a distant feed, it was clear that this was no Turian. What was also clear was that the alien brandished weapons in its hands, no doubt preparing to defend itself, and she didn't blame it for doing so. She couldn't see what the alien was armed with, but in any case, it was prepared, but the fact that there was no weapons fire from this unknown indicated a tempered manner, or at least a controlled manner. Perhaps this one was willing to talk, but did it even speak their language? She was not sure if it was monogender, or multi-gendered, or how to try to communicate in general. So many things she had to know in order for things to go smoothly. Perhaps she just had to assume the worst so as not to get her hopes up too much. It would be too easy if otherwise. She keyed into her comm and relayed an order to the soldiers.

"_Combat personnel, we are attempting contact with an unknown alien species. Stay on guard, but do not fire unless forced to._"

She got a string on acknowledgement signals from the other shuttles. Satisfied they were ready, the shuttles began to descend as close to the wreck as possible, but given there were no landings here, they would have to improvise. heavily, unless they used the wreckage as a sort of landing. It would be probable. They would have to remain steady, or as steady as possible.

The side doors opened and three shuttles, including Lieutenant Alison's shuttle, hovered near the crash site, with soldiers holding their weapons out at the individual. For a moment, the alien held the two strange weapons loosely in their direction, but he did nothing further. Then, it slowly placed all its weapons on the ground, including some other devices and technology. It then took a step back, arms at its side, remaining still. With minor reluctance, Alison signalled for three of the N4 soldiers flanking her to collect the weapons the alien surrendered. They made quick work of the neatly arranged weapons and technology, saying nothing. She then exited the shuttle, landing a meter before hitting the "platform", or rather tweaked panel that was now a platform. The N4's held their weapons loosely at the alien, who remained where he was, quiet, and staring at them. For a few moments, Alison felt a bit tense. She decided that the alien was sizing her up, and she was rather surprised by how tall it stood.

"You are human." The voice was masculine and was spoken with much authority.

So this alien was male. She could stop calling him an it. And he spoke english like it was a language he had spoken his entire life, or maybe it was because her translator in her Omni-tool was doing something to translate his language, but given that this was a new species she doubted it, but she needed to be sure. She tapped a few commands on her Omni-tool before resuming the conversation.

"Yes, but we do not know who or what you are," she responded.

"I would be more than willing to answer any questions you have for me," he replied. "but I would prefer to do so when I am certain I can remain grounded."

Okay, so this alien could speak english genuinely and do it fluently without much of an accent. This alien had to have had contact with Humans at some point. No other explanation could fit this situation.

"We have no reason to trust you," she said, warily. "We came here, expecting no survivors. Why should we trust you? We know nothing about you or your species or what you will do."

The alien responded almost immediately.

"Understandable," he continued, "but ask yourself this: how will I fare against your forces? Do you truly think that a single individual can evade an entire army? Sooner or later, I would find myself captured or dead. Defying you would serve no purpose."

Alison, although she did not say anything, was impressed by his rather quick-thinking and for being diplomatic. She could also detect no hint of deception or anything to indicate that he would take any hostile actions. Perhaps this might just be worth something to the Alliance.

"Fair point," she agreed. "but why submit to us? Why don't you put up more of a resistance?"

If she did not know better, Alison would say that the alien seemed to express a face of guilt and sadness before returning to a more neutral expression and responding.

"For now, all I wish to say is that I have personal reasons."

Personal reason? It seemed like an odd response, but like his other responses, she detected no hint of deception, but she wanted to remain on guard. Genuine or not, it was standard procedure to approach any unknown with caution. Coming to a decision she began to relay an order to one of the other shuttles still hovering nearby.

"See to it that this alien is put under guard and monitored. He shows no hostile intentions, but remain on guard."

Another shuttle opened its hatches and three N4 soldiers, with their rifles held loosely, in the alien's direction began to guide him away. After giving the armor soldiers a look, he obeyed. As he approached the shuttle, it took Lieutenant Alison a moment to realize that the alien was huge as he was forced to crane his neck and body in order to even try to enter the shuttle. The soldiers said nothing, but they maintained a close proximity to their new charge should he attempt anything hostile. Alison then keyed into her communications to the _SS Anaconda_.

"Captain Hughes, this is Lieutenant Alison. We have an alien of unknown species in our custody. He surrendered without resistance."

"_What kind of alien," _the captain asked.

"None of the Citadel races as far as I can tell," the lieutenant said, "but certainly not terribly foreign. He speaks english like a second language."

"_I will inform the Admiral Hackett of this. Perhaps he may want to have a word with this alien. In the meantime, secure the crash site until some of our salvage ships arrive. I expect this will take some time to clean up. If you find anything useful, secure it."_

"Sir," Alison said.

"_Did you find out anything else?"_

"This wreck may be more human than we thought. Sending a visual now."

Alison tapped a few commands on her Omni-tool and sent a visual of the wreck. For a minute, the captain did not reply.

"_UNSC," _Captain Hughes said thoughtfully, _"That must be either a government or military name of some sort."_

"What should we do about the alien, sir?"

"_...bring him to the locations I'm sending you…"_

_00000000000_

Thel 'Vadam remained still has he watched the soldiers in the armor stare back at him. Even as he was hunched over and sitting, he still was taller than them, but because their faces were covered by a helmet, he had no way of knowing what they were thinking right now. They may well fear him, but were able to control it. Judging his weapons had been collected, he had no reason to hurt them, not that he even wanted to inflict harm on these humans.

The only things he could really use were his camouflage and shielding. After his defection from the Covenant, he had taken the liberty of upgrading his shielding and camouflage abilities to the most recent technologies, but for all the good his new additions to his armor did in battle, it would not serve him here. This was no battle, and the Arbiter did not want to fight these humans. They had reason to be weary. He was an unknown, which confirmed his suspicion that this was not Earth as he knew it. In good faith and to show that he could be reasonable, he had surrendered his weapons, including his energy swords, his most prized weapons. Any other time, Thel would have rather battled to the death rather than surrender, as surrender and capture were things that a Sangeheili could never live with, but as Arbiter, he had changed much. He would, however, want back what they took later, but for now, he had to somehow convince these humans that he was of no threat to them and that he could be an ally.

Apart from trying to reason with these humans, the Arbiter's mind had wandered to how he had come here. Thel's mind turned to a distant memory during the Human-Covenant War. It was towards the end. The planet Reach was one of the bloodiest campaigns against the humans, and the reason for the Covenant's presence there was due to a Forerunner artifact. At the time, all the information regarding the artifact was somewhat unclear, but what was known was that if harness correctly, this artifact would allow the Covenant to increase the speeds of slipspace a hundred fold. They could travel from planet to planet in mere minutes and hours. There was even a theory that it could open the gateway to other galaxies. The portal to Installation 00 was also built by the Forerunners, so it was not a ludicrous idea to think that perhaps the portal had led him here. Perhaps the portal had also been affected by Halo's destructive energies as well, because alone, the portal would return to Earth. Thel did not think too hard about it. He was no scientists. He knew enough to keep his equipment, weapons, and ships operational and working. That was what Huragok were for.

Thel had no idea where they were going. He dared not to hope for anything that would make things any easier. He was always prepared for the worst, the worst in this case being killed or imprisoned. but if he knew humans, they may be at least willing to hear him out. Also, judging from the fact that they seemed to have no issues with him being an alien, he assumed that perhaps these humans had made friendly contact with other races. They certainly were not the humans he knew, but he would give them the benefit of a doubt. He had no reason to doubt or distrust them until he was given a reason.

Thel found himself counting the time it took to arrive at their destination. When he felt the small ship begin to descend, the soldiers watching over him began to relay some information to another person through their communications. Thel listened to as much as he could to try and figure out where he would be going. As far as he could make out, he was to be taken to a high-security location for something. Thel showed no hostile intentions, but if the treatment he received was unjust, he would convince these humans to change their rules, whether by diplomacy or intimidation. He would not allow anyone to control his fate.

The side door opened and Thel was guided into a rather big and spacious building. If there was one thing humans shared in common it was how they constructed their buildings. This city, from the limited view he had seen from the shuttle, was very grand and spectacular. It was called Vancouver, as he learned from one of the soldiers speaking likely to a commanding officer or superior. Despite the differences he could spot, it was still distinctly human, as were some of the ships in the sky. Seeing this city reminded him of the glassing of the city New Alexandria on Reach. The city was the capital of the planet, the "crown jewel" as humans said, but it was reduced to nothing but glass. Thel was quick to push that memory aside. He had burned enough cities. He did not want to burn any more.

As he followed the two soldiers guarding him, he was more than aware of the numerous stares he was receiving. Some were of curiosity, others were of awe, and the one Thel was most familiar with was that of fear. He did not blame them. His species in general was a fearful sight. Thel knew that few humans grew to the physical stature of the Sangeheili, some of the few exceptions being the Spartans. Humans did fear Sangeheili a lot, but it was that fear that drove them to protect themselves and others. As he passed by many different men and women walking, talking, and working, he could see that he stood at least half a meter taller than virtually everyone. He was use to the fear, but it did not mean he liked it any better. The best thing Thel could do was ignore the people. Their notice of him would probably go away as quickly as it came.

After some time of walking through numerous hallways and ducking of his head whenever a doorway presented itself, the Arbiter found himself in a plain room with a human bed and some other amenities, nothing luxurious or fancy, not that the he desired anything complicated. Sangeheili grew up living in a stark, efficient, and humble manner, and he was no different, but he did appreciate the kind gesture. Before he could take anything else in, one of his guards spoke.

"You will remain here until Admiral Hackett comes debrief you."

Thel merely nodded, then turned to the window that overlooked the city. This was the first chance he was getting at being in a quiet place with all his thoughts to keep him company.
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Jane Shepard was busy, or as busy as she was allowed to be given where she was now. She was rather divided about her current position. She understood the Alliance's fears about her association with Cerberus. She hated working for the Illusive Man. She only worked with Cerberus to save lives, nothing else, but Alliance brass were not convinced. Had she been anyone else, she would have been court martialed and discharged dishonorably, but given her impressive record and undying loyalty to the Alliance and to helping those in need. she was stripped of her rank and placed here. Her dealings with Cerberus were not elaborated on. The Alliance did not want the details, but the Alliance did not need reasons to arrest.

That had been six months ago. Now, Shepard lived in essentially a security prison, though Shepard had far more freedom that any prisoner could ever be given because she was the only prisoner. At first, she had been really agitated about being treated like this. She had fought so much and bled so much to save not just Humanity but the galaxy from the Reaper Sovereign and the Collectors and this was the thanks she was getting? She had even turned the _Normandy SR-2_ in addition to herself. She had been monitored and guarded for six months and the Alliance brass was still not convinced that she severed all ties to Cerberus. At times, Shepard began to wonder what the hell it would take to convince anyone that her word was not false and never would be. People just never learned.

Her musings were interrupted when Lieutenant James Vega entered the room. She looked from the datapad that she held and gave him a small smile. She liked the Lieutenant. He was serious, committed, and loyal. She didn't know much about him personally, but she was good about reading people, and from what she had seen of him, he was a good person. She was aware that he was an full N7 like her, and a good one as well. She could respect that. Even making it to the N7 was nothing short of amazing, but she hadn't seen his combat skills in action, although she did have faith in him. No one graduated from N7 without earning it.

"Commander," James said, "you doing good?"

"Yeah. Same as usual, I guess, just like every other day," Shepard replied nonchalantly.

"Well, after everything you've done, I'd say you've earned at least a break."

Another thing about James was that he was a huge fan and deeply respected her. Despite being stripped of her rank, he still called her by rank and saluted her as well. It was amusing, but she kind of wished he would talk to her more as a person than as a commanding officer. For some odd reason, it reminded her about Kaiden.

Kaiden Alenko. That name did not bring much comfort to Shepard now, although some time ago, it did, or so she thought it did. Kaiden had been with her through a lot, and she had trusted him to watch her back. Through their time together, a mutual attraction had grown, though Kaiden was not very subtle about his feelings, having slipped up multiple times throughout the campaign. Shepard found him to be sweet and caring. What she liked about him was that he did not discriminate against anyone, regardless of species, and was willing to be lenient with people, though probably not to her extent. Through the mutual attraction, they found love, and that night before Ilos, what they had shared was indeed memorable, but all that changed when she had died and been rebuilt by Cerberus.

On Horizon, she had tried to save the colonistst, but her efforts were not enough. She was already feeling guilty about losing so many lives, and it worsened when facing Kaiden. At first, she was beyond happy to see him, but when she tried to explain about her relationship to Cerberus, he completely ignored her words and all attempts to convince him that she worked with Cerberus only to save colonists. Although her face did not show it, she was hurt to the core. For some reason, Kaiden became someone she did not love anymore. Even after he sent an apology to her via email, her love for him did not reignite. The apology, though good in intention, did nothing to change her mind. Now, she wondered if she would ever see him again, and if she did, she didn't know how she was going to tell him about how she felt.

Although looking back, she now realized that just as he was angry at her for working with Cerberus, she was angry with him for doubting her judgement. She had felt betrayed and abandoned by the one person she thought loved her. That hurt more than any physical pain she had ever endured.

She shook the the thought from her head. She would cross that bridge when she got to it.

"Anything else interesting going on," Shepard asked.

James thought for a moment before answering.

"Well," he began, "I think we're receiving a new prisoner."

With nothing better to do, Shepard decided to pry for more information.

"Who?"

"I honestly don't know. There's been a lot going on today. I've got no details about the prison, just that they are to be kept here until further notice. I heard a rumor that it's not human."

That instantly got Shepard's interest piqued.

"Another species imprisoned on Earth?"

"Like I said, the details aren't known to me. I've heard lots of rumors and speculation, nothing solid."

"What are the rumors," Shepard inquired.

"Rumors says that this species is nothing we've ever seen before. A new species I guess. Some say it's just a really large Turian, some say it has to do with the storm that's coming. No one's saying anything about it, and I didn't bother asking Admiral Anderson for any details."

Shepard nodded.

**This chapter is a little boring and honestly, I had some difficulty trying to figure out how the First Contact interactions between the Arbiter and the Alliance would work out, so if this chapter came out kind of lame, I'll try to do better.**
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	3. Chapter 3: Politics and War Talks

Chapter 3: Weaker Humans

**Earth, Sol System**

** 20 Hours Before Reaper Invasion**

** 2186**

Admiral Steven Hackett had watched the feeds from the shuttles that remained to secure the crash zone of the vessel. According to Lieutenant Allison's observations from the outside and the team searching the wreckage, all evidence pointed towards this vessel being human. The evidence was clear as soldiers began to display visuals with writings and indications to locations. Pure human english, not a letter or word out of place. If a new faction of Humanity had developed somewhere else is space, Hackett would think that the Alliance would know about it. He briefly considered that maybe Cerberus was behind this. It was not a terribly far-fetched idea. They had resources. He was more than certain that they could create ships like these. They had, after all, built the _SSV Normandy SR-2_.

That thought was quickly vanquished when the recovery team discovered a few things. The first thing they found was an armory, comprised of an assortment of weapons. Some of them obviously human as they used bullets and cartridge clips to fire. The other weapons were nothing like any weapons they had ever seen. For one, they were too colorful even for the Citadel Council species. For another, there seemed to be no mechanism that allowed clips to be ejected or inserted. Finally, they did not fire bullets or projectiles. They fired some sort of high-energy bolt, like laser, or plasma, as one of the soldiers discovered. This was not of Cerberus's doing.

They had yet to discover what these weapons could do. So naturally, these weapons were recovered and loaded onto the shuttles to be delivered the Alliance headquarters so that the eggheads could have a field day. Apart from weapons and a few other unusual devices, there was nothing else of value, at least not intact and functioning. The crash site was to be taken care of later. There were more important things to be done.

If there was one thing that Thel 'Vadam had learned from these humans was that they seemed to be really submissive and willing to extend an olive branch rather than put up much of a resistance. He had seen it from the way he had interacted with these humans. In a way, that was fine by him. He would be better suited to get his way out of this if these humans were reasonable and were appeasable. Thel was very good at convincing others to come to his understanding.

However, Thel also realized that being submissive and docile were also signs of weaknesses, or perhaps fear. The UNSC had never been submissive and never was willing to negotiate all that much, at least to the extent of the System Allaince. They had fought and bled for their survival and were only willing to accept the Sangheili's aid only when it became clear that both shared a common enemy. That was why the war had been so long and bloody with the humans. They may not have been the ones to begin the war or wanted war at all, but they knew to do what was necessary to continue their own survival. Thel understood that fact more than most, seeing as the San 'Shyuum ordered the complete annihilation of the Sangheili races, the same punishment as the Humans. The one thing that the UNSC and the Covenant Separatists had in common was that it was either fight and win or fight and die. Giving up was simply not an option, especially when the stakes of victory and defeat were so high. The UNSC was fighting for the survival of humanity, as did the Sangheili.

Even as he watched these humans, for some reason, Thel could detect that they all gave off an air of caution and fear of things, maybe not of him, but of something. Although his political skills were not as adept as his leadership, tactical, and combat skills, he did have crystal-clear idea about why these humans were scared. Often times, enemies were scared deep down within their minds and souls. If one was skilled enough, one could learn to repress fear and mask it from rivals and enemies, but Thel knew that when one cornered their enemies and cut off all chances of retaliation and escape, most enemies would get on their knees and beg for their lives and try a last desperate chance. Thel had a feeling that these humans, this Systems Alliance, as he came to hear, would be quicker to lay down their arms before the UNSC. He supposed that this made him, in many ways, the superior being in terms of warriors spirit. These humans were quick to submit to authority and power if it served to further them or make them feel secure. Politics only sought to control and dominate others and Thel wanted no part of it really, but being Arbiter did not grant him any sort of exclusive privileges.

Besides his musings, Thel found himself pacing and waiting impatiently. It had been almost three Earth hours since his confinement, and despite his lenience towards the situation, his patience was not infinite, and he was still a Sangheili bound by honor, which demanded that if captured, he would either escape or die by his own hands. Had he still been in the Covenant, he would be long dead by his own doing.

The sound of a door opening became apparent to his ears and Thel turned his head slightly to see those armored soldiers guarding the entrance enter once again. Thel instinctively reached for his weapons and then realized that he did not have them on his person. Suddenly, he felt this regret at handing over his weapons. Perhaps surrendering his weapons was not a good idea. The comfort of his family's sword. Thel cursed under his tongue. He could have convinced these humans that even with his weapons, he would be of no threat, but asking for his weapons or trying to retrieve them now would be suspicious.

The soldiers did not say anything, but the gesture was understood by the Sangheili. Without a word, the guards begin to lead Thel down some more hallways and corridors until they reached a small room, virtually empty except for a small table and two chairs. There was an overhead light, but other than that, it was dark. Thel had a feeling that whoever this Admiral Hackett was coming, or was soon to be here. It was about time. If he waited any longer, he would begin to find ways to get what he wanted. Besides, he was also a bit weary of having to crane his head down every time a certain area was too short for his tall stature. Here, he was offered a small break by being able to stand at full height.

The door opened again, and a human of average height came through the door. Judging from his appearance, he appeared to be an aged human. The wrinkles and eyes could tell the Sangheili everything. The human also was an authority figure from the salutes he was receiving from the soldiers guarding the entrance. This, Thel assumed, was Admiral Hackett. The doors was closed, but if there was one thing that he knew about humans is that they were monitoring this room in case he dared to make a move against this one. A single soldier stood by the door. watching him specifically. Thel paid no mind to the soldier or the possible surveillance being conducted. He desired answers. That was it…and a possible way to return to things that knew.

For a moment, neither said anything, just sizing each other, and just watched just as intently as Hackett did. Then the human sat down and gestured to the empty seat that was nearby.

"I do not think that these seats can support my weight," he said.

"Theses chairs are sturdier than they appear," Hackett replied.

After a moment of consideration, Thel hesitated before sitting down. The chair did not groan or give any indication of collapsing as he expected. He quickly shook that thought aside. He had not time think of such small things.

"You seek answers, as do I," Thel continued.

"Yes," Hackett said, "Your presence here has caused somewhat of a panic amongst the Alliance. What's even more concerning is that you are not like any race we've ever encountered, hence the confinement."

"Why do you humans and your System Alliance have to take unnecessary precautions to...accommodate me? I would think that one is not worth your time," Thel growled.

"Look," Hackett began, " You probably have no idea if you know what we're up against, but we have an ancient race of genocidal machines called Reapers invading our galaxy."

A genocidal machine race? It sounded too much like the Flood all over again, and his honor demanded that enemies of this type were a parasite to be removed before they plague the galaxy. Such things could not be allowed to live. This was his chance to prove how he was more valuable as an ally than as a prisoner.

"Do I appear to be a mechanic being of any sort. I thought my show of surrendering was ample evidence that I am not your enemy and that I can assist you better if I am not confined," Thel asked annoyingly.

"No, you've showed no hostile intentions, and you don't look synthetic, but with everything going on now, people aren't think rationally. As far as the Alliance is concerned, you're an unknown and a potential threat, so I ask: who or what are you?"

Thel did not miss a second. He had been prepared for the question.

"My race is called Sangheili. I am the leader of my people, the Arbiter of my people. I have led our people against enemies that threatened genocide on my race and that of our allies. Our allies are humans."

"Humans," Hackett inquired, "We've never encountered your species, at least not that we know of."

"No," Thel agreed, "at least not in this galaxy. However, I come from a galaxy in which the Sangheili and humans are allies. We fought to help each other from a common enemy."

Thel had purposefully omitted the parts concerning the genocide the Covenant did against the humans. These humans need not know about the Human-Covenant War, and they would never need to know. The Admiral seemed to digest this information without much shock or astonishment, which led the Arbiter to assume that such things like other galaxies were not unheard things to these humans, either that, or that this one had been through enough and had seen enough to know that his sayings did carry some sort of merit or that there was a possibility.

"You'll forgive me if I find your story far-fetched," the admiral said.

Thel shifted his mandibles into what his species would recognize as a look of anger. His voice projected some of that anger.

"I am no liar. I would have nothing to gain from fabricating lies and fantasies. Everything I speak is truth. Whether you believe it or not is your decision, but choosing not to believe would be your loss."

"I have no reason to doubt you, but I have no reason to believe you either," Hackett continued. "So why should I believe you?"

Although the situation was far from a challenge, at least at face value, the Arbiter viewed it as a challenge. This admiral was challenging him to convince him. Thel was not one to back down from challenges, because in the end, he was always the victor.

"As I have said before, my show of surrender was suffice enough to show you I do not carry any ill thoughts towards your species. I offer my assistance because it seems to me that you have no experience when it comes to combating threats that can destroy galactic civilization. I do possess knowledge in this field. I can give you the means to prepare. I may not know these Reapers personally, but no matter the enemy, I can adapt and fight."

The Arbiter watched the human carefully as he thought about the words spoken. The face was neutral, giving off no emotions of any kind. This one was clearly a leader of many years. This Admiral Hackett reminded Thel of the UNSC Fleet Admiral Lord Terrence Hood.

"I … will give the benefit of a doubt … for now, but the Alliance will not be so lenient, and unless you have hard evidence or some means to show us other than stories, they will keep tabs on you."

Thel shook his head in sheer amazement at their caution.

"Can you not persuade them to make an exception?"

"I will do what is within my power, but I doubt it'll be enough to ease his mind."

The Arbiter did not move nor did he respond. He watched through orange eyes, waiting.

"Moving on," Hackett said, "you said that you and your species are allies with the Humanity of your galaxy."

"Yes," Thel replied, "Our forces, the Covenant Separatists battled alongside the human United Nations Space Command against enemies that would seek to bring an end to all sentient life in the galaxy believing that in doing so, they would be delivered to Godhood. We also battled against an enemy that seeks to consume all sentient life in the galaxy and absorb it into their conscious. We fought against our enemies on Earth and on an ancient construct called the Ark, Installation 00. In the ensuing battle, I and my fellow comrades remained behind to end the threat once and for all. We knew that our lives may be forfeit, but we were determined to escape from the ensuing explosion that would destroy our enemies once and for all. One fell in combat. The two of us remaining attempted to escape via a Forerunner portal. I do not understand why, but the portal brought me here to this time."

"You mentioned that you were called Covenant Separatists. Were you and your race one part of some larger group?"

Thel had a response prepared. It was not difficult to pull that fact from what he had spoke. Thel paused in order to make it seem that he was hesitating on purpose.

"Yes, the Covenant Separatists were once part of another larger government, but that government is no more."

Thel was careful in what he said. He was good at letting people know the only things he wished for them to know, and he felt guilty for none of it because in the end, he was not lying in any fashion. He was merely leaving some facts and details out. Besides, what did it matter. If this was a truly different galaxy, which it was to him at this point, his past was of no consequence.

"And why did you leave?"

"We were lied to. There was a civil war, the Great Schism, that broke out within the ranks. We Sangheili despise traitors and liars and when betrayed, we declare war on those who would dare to betray us. In the ensuing war, the Sangheili resigned and became the Covenant Separatists and allied with the humans."

"Why did you not ally with the humans before this civil war," Hackett questioned.

"Before our resignation, we and Humanity had differences that prevented each from becoming allies, and neither had any sort of desire to become allies, and even after the Flood, the parasitic organism threatened to consume all sentient life in the galaxy, the leaders did not want Humanity's help. Being free of the prophet's lies, we chose to help the humans because they were fighting the parasite like the prophets were, and required their help. In the end, we aided each other and helped to win the war against the invaders. In the ensuing battle, the government was completely decimated."

Thel had to tread carefully here. Although he was fully confident that the story was very plausible, if there was one thing that humans did a lot, it was question things. He would continue the game. He would have to be as tenacious in answering as this admiral was in asking. In any case, he could not be cornered. He was telling the truth...to a certain degree.

**00000000000000000000**

Admiral Steven Hackett listened with great attention to this alien. The story that the alien, the Sangheili as it called its species, he was sure, was a dumbed-down version of the war he fought. The admiral had no reason to believe that this alien was lying. The way he spoke carried authority, certainty, and respect. It seemed that he knew a great deal of things, and if his claims were true that he was the leader of his people, then he seemed to be a sort of ideal figure, one that could inspire others to follow his lead and become better. That same voice also displayed honesty and honor. This may be easier than he thought.

However, now that he knew that he was dealing with a leader of a new species, he had to do this carefully. Any harm to this Arbiter could be catastrophic should his species ever find Earth, though he tended to doubt that since intergalactic travel was still a complete mystery to the galaxy. Hackett had no intention of causing harm, but whether he would do the same, he would see.

What was also unusual was that this galaxy had an ancient civilization that possessed technology, similar to that of the Reapers. Of course, he could be making that up as well. He might as well be making everything up and Hackett would not know the difference, but he would get nowhere if he didn't believe, so he would bite.

"I believe you. You are not the kind of individual I would think was a liar," he said, "but as interesting as this story is, this doesn't help our current situation. I honestly appreciate your offer to assist, but why would you want to help us? You don't know us. Why not just ask for a way off the planet?"

Even though the answer came almost immediately, Hackett could not help but notice that the alien's eyes looked somewhat readable despite not being human. One look into his eyes and it was apparent that he had seen a lot in his lifetime. The eyes also led him to believe that there was some hesitation or regret, something to indicate that he had indeed seen a crisis like the Reapers.

"The Sangheili are a warriors people. Our culture thrives on a warrior's spirit. It is the goal of every individual to become a warrior who serves in the military. We fight for honor and for glory. It is our privilege to fight and defend ourselves as well as our allies. I myself owe humans my own lives."

"But you have no obligation to us," Hackett countered.

"To you perhaps not," Thel said, "but a Sangheili's vows and promises are stronger than the strongest metals of a ship. I promised to help Humanity and I intend to do so, whether it be in my galaxy or this one."

Hackett was impressed by this alien's convictions, even if he felt they were somewhat extreme.

"Why do you feel that you must help Humanity?"

"For being part of a power who denied humanity, for denying them aid when they required our help. Our people cannot sit idly by as we watch a race fight and die trying to defend themselves, and that is what we did. Our race was once strong and had honor, but we strayed from the path. It is our duty to rectify the errors we have made. It is also our duty to see that parasites that would seek to destroy the galaxy be pushed back. These threats may seem unstoppable and unyielding, but I know that no enemy is truly invincible. They can be stopped."

"Maybe in your galaxy," Hackett spoke, "but here, it's another story. We're not prepared to go to war. According to our best soldier on the field, the Reapers are far more advanced than us. We have trouble enough trying to take down one, and we're told that a whole invasion force is coming to Earth. We simply don't have advanced enough technology to fight the Reapers."

The Admiral watched the alien. The alien's "mouth" or rather mandables shifted slightly, its mandibles twisting into an expression that he could not place. If he had to guess, maybe silent cursing or hard thinking.

"Superior technology means nothing if you are united with all comrades and allies. Surely. The humans in my galaxy did not falter when faced with extinction. They fought for everything they had left despite their technology being inferior to the Covenant. In the face of impossible odds, they stood their ground. Before we became allies, we fought humans, and we respect humans for their ability to fight."

Hackett realized that this alien was serious about a fighting culture. It seemed that no matter the odds, the only thing to do was fight, and from the alien's tone, fight to victory or death. It was an worthy trait, and Hackett wanted to believe that the galaxy wouldn't be destroyed by the Reapers, but from what he had seen, the facts just were not in their favor.

"I didn;t say that we will surrender Earth easily." Hackett argued, "We will fight to defend it, but we can't stay here and watch our species be destroyed."

"Do you not have allies or other races that can help," the Arbiter asked.

"Yes, we do." Hackett responded, "We are part of a galactic community called the Citadel Council, but they may not be willing to lend much help if they don't feel threatened by the Reapers."

"Can they not see the gravity of the situation? If the Reapers threaten the galaxy, that should be enough incentive to answer the call of war."

"You have to understand that the Citadel Council believes that this threat is not as great as it may be." Hackett explained, "And even if they did know, they would be hesitant."

"The Reapers will not give anyone time. If they are the power you speak of, then they will kill all. This Citadel Council must be made to acknowledge the threat and take action against the invaders."

"I understand your frustration, but the simple fact is we're not ready."

There was a five-second pause.

"Whether you are ready or not, you must fight."

Hackett was about to respond when the voice of the N4 soldier guarding the entrance spoke up.

"Sir, the other Admirals want to speak to you concerning Commander Shepard."

Hackett turned his head towards the Sangheili.

"I'm sorry, but we're going to have to cut this short. The N4's will bring you back to your room. If we are allowed to speak again, I will see what the admirals will say."

The alien nodded.

Thel watched the human leave the cell. Shortly after, the soldier guarding gestured for him to follow, and he did in silence. As soon as he entered the familiar room, he began to think over what had been said.

He was right. The System Alliance were fearful, more so than the UNSC. They would be quicker to fear and defeat than the UNSC, at least in spirit. They did not believe they had a chance against the Reapers. Thel did not think this was an apt excuse to even entertain the idea of giving up. There was no excuse that could possibly justify not fighting to the death, at least not to him, especially when the lives of so many depended on victory or defeat, but humans shared so many different opinions regarding how to handle war. Caught between a rock and a hard spot, as the human saying went, Thel could only influence through his words, and even that may not be enough.

_Politics be damned, _he inwardly cursed.

**00000000000000000000**

"The word of one new alien species is not enough. He could by lying to us."

"If you'd been there to speak to him, it would almost be immediately apparent that he couldn't be lying," Hackett argued.

"He could easily be a good liar," another admiral said.

"As much as I am hesitant towards this Sangheili," Admiral Anderson interrupted, "I would think we'd be rather stupid to pass up the assistance."

"But what can one individual do against the Reapers," Admiral Mitchell questioned.

"You should ask that same question to the former Commander Jane Shepard," Anderson immediately replied. "Against all odds, she has triumphed against impossible odds, and now she's been "detained" because she was working to save the people we weren't willing to save."

"Shepard was working with Cerberus. That, alone, is treason," O'Brien said, "The only reason we still even value her at all is because of her record. This is a new situation altogether. We know nothing about this Arbiter or his intentions. It sounds too easy for this alien to just side with us."

"Do you truly expect an alien to just reveal all of his secrets just because of this situation he's in? He had no reason to tell anything to us," Hackett pressed, "but he did. What's more, he's offered to help."

"Do not compare this alien to Shepard," Kyles chided.

"Why not," Anderson barked, "Shepard can inspire individuals of all races, pasts, and personality. If this alien is truly genuine, which he seems to be, then we're fools to turn down help."

"But he's only one,' O'Brien commented.

"A very important one, mind you," Hackett said, "If his claims that he is the leader of his people are true, then we have an opportunity to make an ally."

"To make an ally of a species that doesn't even exist within our galaxy? What good would that do us?"

"This is hardly the matter at hand" Anderson spoke, "The matter at hand is that we have Reapers coming, and we have no idea how to face a threat of this magnitude. We need someone who knows these enemies."

"Which is why we have Shepard," Mitchell said, "We don't need the help of an unknown."

"Then perhaps Shepard can use this alien. She has many friends that are different species. She could use allies," Anderson said.

"No! We are not reinstating Shepard. She has done enough. We will be ready."

"Do you truly believe that," Hackett said, "We have hundreds of ships in orbit above Earth, and we're anything but certain that we're ready. Our only chance is to go to the council for help."

"The Council won't listen to us," Admiral West rebutted, "They're content to sit back and watch."

"That is exactly why Shepard is needed. She can rally the support we need. Why can't you see that?"

Anderson's annoyance and anger was present. Everyone knew that Anderson was close to Shepard, like a second father. Hackett, too, would support Shepard as well. It was soon becoming clear that the board was weakening in their denial. They had little choice in the matter. With their time growing short, it only made their frantic behavior worse. The silence that filled the room only served to worsen the tension. Anderson continued to glare, Hackett continued to remain neutral, while the others looked off into space.

**00000000000000000000**

Shepard tapped away at the datapad she had. She would be using her Omni-tool, but since the Omni-tool did not give much for visuals, she had to use the next best thing. Despite spending her time trying to vaguely keep up with the Alliance going-ons, she needed to get out. Sitting here, doing utterly nothing was setting her on edge. She was made for battle. It was her element, and that was what caused a bit of fear to grip her. She was beginning to think that all the combat she had done over her time in the Alliance had begun to affect her negatively. like PTSD negatively.

With all the things she had seen over the last two years, she wondered if perhaps her mind was intact or if she was slowly being influenced by the Reapers. She would not allow it as long as she drew breath. She…

"Commander," James's voice cut off her thoughts.

She paused from her musings, all fear and doubt gone. She was not weak. She was better than this. Her time would come soon.

"Just got a message from Anderson, The Committee will be seeing you tomorrow at 1100 hours."

Finally, something to do.

**Not exactly the most exciting chapter I've ever written, but this is a very delicate thing to deal with. I deeply apologize if this story has too little going on now, but I believe that it is important not to rush stuff like this. As always, REVIEWS are welcome, and tell me everything that went well and what needs to be better, and if this chapter sucked, I'll fix whatever needs work. Many thanks for reading. Peace!**


	4. Chapter 4: The Call to Battle

Chapter 4: The Arbiter's Chance

**Earth, Sol System**

** 1030 Hours**

**30 Minutes before Reaper invasion**

** March 7, 2186**

Thel 'Vadam had eventually forced himself to sleep, his weariness taking over and preventing him from thinking any further. He needed the rest. Besides, if these humans were going to take as long as they desired, then he would be here a long time, and best to prepare for the worst thing to happen. Now Thel was seriously beginning to lose all signs of respect for these humans. It was clear that they were not faced with this magnitude of a threat, and that in turned fueled their hesitance to take tangible action against those that would threaten all that they held dear. Sooner or later, these humans would be made to see the truth, whether it be before the invasion, or after so much death and destruction.

It also occurred to Thel that the Alliance had absolutely no idea when the invasion was going to happen. They just knew it was happening soon, but soon could mean today. As the Arbiter stared outside and looked into the sky, the sky was extremely grew and dull, nothing like the previous day. It was like a foreshadowing of the death and destruction to come. He could feel it in his bones, the unmistakable feeling.

Perhaps Admiral Hackett had listened. Older humans were better in that respect. They knew better than the younger generation what to do. If the Alliance officer knew what was good for his cause, then he would accept what Thel had told him and welcome his help. That was the best hope, but Thel was not a very hopeful Sangheili, not now, not when so much apparently was at stake for not just Earth, but for all planets and all species.

In any case, the time for passive talk was over. He needed become aggressive. It was clear that his message was seeping into Hackett's mind, but the acceptance was too slow. They had to accept it now or never if they wanted to stand a chance. There simply was no time to find time for acceptance with a galaxy-ending machine race on the loose. The time for talk should have been long gone. It was time to fight, to be free or die trying to be free. To let such a race as the Reapers destroy the galaxy was fine if they galaxy fought to its dying breath to save it.

The Alliance soldiers guarding his prison had not decided what to give Thel in terms of sustenance, so he simply said that anything of animal flesh would suit his needs. Although he was unaccustomed to human eating habits, he did know that a Sangheili prefered meat as they leaned towards more carnivorous meals. He did not complain about what he was given. He had no need and there were more important things at hand than his own hunger. He could go for days without food or water, but it was best to take advantage of whatever he could get because it may be a while before he had the time to let his guard down.

With food and water aside, Thel made sure that his armor was running at optimal performance, checking the integrity. He made sure to also see that his air-tight seals was sealed tightly so he could perform zero-gravity operations should he need to do so. His entire armor diagnostic showed little damage and was airtight. He also made sure to check his active camouflage and energy shields. Since the original active camouflage of the armor lasted five seconds at most, he had opted to install modern active camouflage that would allow him to remain invisible indefinitely and his shielding was the best that the Sangheili had to offer. He just hoped it was enough. Because his knowledge of technology was limited to a basic maintenance and system check, he had to hope that this galaxy's weapons were.

Speaking of weapons, Thel was twitching for anticipation to reacquire his weapons. He had laid down all of his weapons in surrender, yes, but Thel was no fool. He was not without some weapons. He did have one weapon on his person, albeit concealed. He was rather surprised that these humans did not do checks for any more weapons, but it did not matter. If forced to, he could fight, but he knew that he was limited. Even with all of his weapons with him, he was at a disadvantage. Thel knew that despite his weapons never running out of ammunition with his type-51 carbine being the exception, they took time to recharge, not something that he would have ample time for considering that battles were fought with every second making a difference. Now, assuming that his weapons and equipment was in order, there was the order of actually knowing who he was fighting with.

If these Reapers were like the Flood in any manner, than they were an opponent that tried to destroy by using sheer numbers to overwhelm their enemies. If they were intelligent, then it would be time to begin using more battle tactics. The worst thing to ever do was to assume an enemy was beneath oneself. The Covenant had once believed humans to be primitive, which they were, but that did not stop them from being an extremely difficult opponent to combat.

With his armor at its best and his mind now trying to occupy himself with other things. He did miss Sanghelios as much as his brothers. He himself did not have a mate to go home to. His position in the Covenant as as the Arbiter did not allow for the time. Besides, Thel found the idea of a female unappealing to him now. War and battle was his only love, but not to say that he did not care for the Sangheili as a whole. He simply had no interest in finding a mate, and he was in no hurry to find one.

_Where are those blasted humans. If they would make haste, I might not wander into these foolish thoughts._

As if his prayers were answered, the door opened and there was a different human there, this one not Admiral Hackett. The immediate difference was that this human was of a different color, a more darker skin tone, like Sergeant Johnson. That the the first and only similarity that he could say the two possessed. Even though no words had been spoken, it was clear that this one was far more composed and calm, the marks of a leader with experience and knowledge of past events. To the human's credit, he merely looked into Thel's eyes, not challenging, but not weak either, a show of stability, authority, and respect. Thel could also see that this one could have possibly been a soldier or a warrior of some sort in previous time. The eyes told Thel what he needed to know, and Thel knew from experience that no matter how much one could hide from others, the eyes told everything. It was fortunate that human eyes were just as readable as that of Sangheili eyes.

The silence that followed was one in which both assessed each other, albeit with only eye contact. Neither moved, neither spoke, and neither wavered. A few seconds past, then a few more, then a few more. Then the human began the words.

"Admiral David Anderson."

"Arbiter Thel 'Vadam."

Two pairs of eyes looked into each other, but nothing else happened. Then the slience was broken again.

"You are a leader," Anderson spoke.

"As are you," Thel responded.

"I can also see a warrior," he answered.

"I also see one."

"Perhaps you do speak truth. I believe so."

"You would be wise to accept what I can do."

"I can't judge you by your words," Anderson answered, "I have another way to see how you can help."

Thel's interest was piqued, but he was also suspicious. If they were leading him into a trap, he would not fall victim to it. He would see what this truly was.

"What sort of test," Thel asked.

"We have a ship, _SSV Normandy_. She is unique amongst the fleet due to the being the only Alliance vessel with a stealth drive. It is one of the few ships that has had other alien crew members in the past. Perhaps you would be best suited to be taken there and we will see how you may help us."

A long pause. Thel's mind was swarming with many thoughts. He had no doubt that this human was telling the truth, but there was more than simple hesitation towards this situation. IN fact, there was no hesitation. He was simply weighing his options. If he was stationed aboard a vessel with other species besides humans, there was opportunity to find out more about these Reapers and find a way to stop him. Another thing that was also important, but the more difficult challenge was finding a means to return home, back to the Sangheili, and to the UNSC humans that had become allies and friends. He wanted to go home, He was needed home.

_But this galaxy needs help too. Do I abandon a galaxy in need of assistance in exchange for my return to the galaxy I know?_

Normally, he would have no such dilemmas in previous years gone, but now, after everything that he had endured, he was not so sure now. In the past, he would be compelled to help everyone that required help. It was simply not his nature, but that had been during the Covenant days. He promised to never let the Covenant ever affect the way the he and the Sangheili lived their lives. Now that he was faced with the dilemma of self-interests over altruism. He admonished himself for feeling an obligation towards these humans. He should just leave them to their devices, but if he knowingly left a galaxy in peril without doing anything was worse, but he simply could not abandon his species.

_What would Rtas 'Vadam do? The honorable and noble thing._

By the Forerunners, he did not want to make this decision, but he had already made up his mind, and he hoped that it was the right one, for his sake.

"I will help," Thel began, "but I do ask for one thing."

"I'm listening," Admiral Anderson said.

"In exchange for this help," Thel answered slowly, "when the war is over, I would like assistance in helping to find my way back to where I belong. There is a way I can return home."

Thel was not one to ask for much, but he felt that whatever demands he made would be justifiable. Helping to save a galaxy would be more than enough for the humans to assist him in his return home.

"Although I find your terms agreeable, I'm going to have to bring this to the Security Council. The council is still split about what to do."

The Arbiter moved his mandibles into what his species perceived to be a frown. More indecisiveness. Just how much time did these humans waste. He could take it no longer.

"This game has gone on long enough," the Sangheili growled. "Either accept my assistance or release me from captivity, but do not waste my time with talk."

"I wish I could do more, but it's out of my power," Anderson said calmly.

"Where are your other admirals? If they cannot accept the nature of the coming war, then I will make them see reason, and that fails, then the Reapers will force you to see it."

The admiral paused mid-sentence, trying to come up with something to say. Thel did not doubt that one admiral, or shipmaster, would have only so much say, but he wanted to see who he was dealing with. He could then know how to better deal with them. Being in the dark had worn down the last of his patience. The admiral sighed somewhat.

"The council won't take well to this," Anderson said.

"Their opinion of me matters little," Thel replied.

"If I didn't think that you were being truthful, I wouldn't grant you this chance," Anderson said.

"I do not waste what is given to me," Thel said annoyingly.

Admiral Anderson motioned for the Arbiter to follow. Thel followed. A pair of the troopers guarding the door followed close behind, though they seemed a bit more relaxed than in previous hours. Anderson and the Arbiter did not speak much, and Anderson led only slightly. As they walked through the hallway, the bustling halls and rather frantic behavior that played on the human's faces was not lost on the Sangheili. In their rush, many of the personnel did not even notice the odd individual that walked through the halls, and Thel, in turn, did not really pay much mind to them. They had a duty to complete, as did he. The only individual that held his notice for more than a two seconds was one that appeared more bulkier than the others. He possessed short hair as humans called it. His skin tone was darker than that of the others around him, though not quite as dark as that of the admiral. That moment lasted maybe four seconds, then his attention resumed to their march.

When they arrived at yet another door, a human female officer turned her head to face them.

"Admiral," she began, "the committee would like you to retrieve Commander Shepard for the briefing."

"I'll go as soon as I explain something," Anderson said.

"Sir, the committee is not expecting our gue..."

The officer did not finish as Thel growled. He would not be denied.

"...I'm sure the committee will understand," she said quickly.

If the situation was not so dire, Thel might snort at how easily the human cowered at him.

Without wasting time, Anderson turned to continue their rapid walk. The minute Thel entered the room, he could feel almost sense the fear that was seemingly apparent. The whole room was lit with action. Many officers sat on either side of the room at monitors and computers working away. At the other side of the room was a semi-circle table, which Thel assumed to be where the members of the Alliance Security Council sat. The leaders seemed to be expecting Anderson, but frowned at the sight of Thel.

"Anderson," one said, "I thought we said to retrieve Shepard, not our captive."

"I am called the Arbiter," The immediately responded. "I am no ones prisoner."

"The Arbiter," Anderson continued, "wants a word. I believe that he has earned that much."

"We don't have time for this, Anderson. What we need is Shepard," one of the female members said.

"I will not be ignored," the Arbiter growled. "If you will not accept my assistance, then release me from this place. Let yourselves be destroyed by your own fear. See the price of cowering from the enemy."

"What would you know about this," another demanded. "You don't know the threat we face."

Thel's head turned to see that Anderson had already left, but he did not need help to stand for himself.

"I know all about galactic genocide," the Arbiter said in a deadly tone, "you do not. When an all-powerful races comes to wipe out all life, there is only two possible outcomes: fight or die."

"While you may know about that in your galaxy, this is our galaxy."

The Arbiter did not bother to question how they knew of his story. Hackett had most likely told them.

"It matters not the enemy nor the allies." he began...
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Commander Jane Shepard watched the kid outside playing. It was cute, and she was smiling for once. It was nice to know that through all the things going down and what was happening that there was at least something good left to fight for.

The sound of the door opening made her turn her head around to face James. She hadn't been expecting anyone else to begin with.

"Commander," James said with a salute.

"James," she said with a shake of the head, "how many times have I told you not to call me by rank?"

"Enough times, Commander, but it's a habit," he responded.

She nodded.

"The defense's committee's ready to see you."

Now ready for something to happen, Shepard immediately began walking. James followed suit. She noticed the various people rushing all around her. Something was going on.

"Why's everyone in a rush," Shepard asked.

"Don't know," James shrugged, "but it's something big. Defense committee didn't give details to me."

From the crowd Admiral Anderson came forth. He looked focused and on a mission, but Shepard was still happy to see him.

"Anderson," she said.

"Shepard," he responded. "you look good. How've you been holding up?"

"Had better days," she said, "but I won't complain about some things. Food and showers."

"We'll find a way," Anderson said before turning to resume walking.

Shepard followed quickly behind along with James.

"What's going on? Why's everyone rushing?"

"Admiral Hackett has mobilized the Alliance fleet. Something big's headed our way," Anderson said grimly.

"The Reapers." It was less of a question and more like a statement,

"We're not certain."

"There's nothing else out there that big. If the committee thinks that we're ready for this, they're in for a surprise."

"Tell them that," Anderson said, half annoyed, half disappointed. "They only go off of what is seen on screen or seen by other soldiers. They don't understand like you do. You've spoken to a Reaper, then blew it up. You know about what the harvesting is, and what else they plan to do."

"So that's why I'm grounded," Shepard said bitterly. "That's all I'm good for?"

"Jane, you know better than that. If you were anyone else, you would be tried, court-martialed, and discharged, but your record and your knowledge of the Reapers is what stopped those from happening."

"And your good work," Shepard added.

"I trust you, the committee does too, they're just disinclined to show it."

Shepard snorted softly.

"I'm a soldier, not a politician," Shepard retorted. "If they want my help, they should put me where there's action."

"It doesn't matter what you are, Shepard. All that matters is that you help us stop this."

Shepard didn't respond, but she knew that Anderson would get the message. They were caught.

They passed by an officer who began to lead them into the main chamber. They both quickened their strides as they moved through the halls.

"Good luck, Shepard," James spoke.

"Thanks," she responded and shook his hand.

As she let go of his hand, she heard a voice call out her name.

"Shepard."

She turned her head to see the one person that she was not sure if she was happy, sad, or angry to see. She decided to respond in a questioning way.

"Kaiden?"

"Major," Anderson acknowledged. "Anything to report?"

"Nothing you don't already know, sir," the biotic replied.

"Major," Shepard inquired.

"Didn't hear," Anderson asked.

"No," Shepard answered. "I'm out of the loop these days."

"Sorry, Commander," Kaiden apologized.

"You have your reasons, Kaiden," Shepard dismissed.

"Guess so. Good to see you," Kaiden smiled.

"You too," she smiled back.

"Come on."

Shepard spared one more glance at Kaiden before following Anderson.

Normally, Shepard would not be surprised by the room that followed. She was a Council Spectre who had fought Reapers, Collectors, and thousands of people who dared to cross her. She had seen and experienced things that would make any other being crumble and cower in fear, She had endured more pain than a whole battalion of troopers. She had suffered attempted indoctrination from the Reapers. She had died and been reborn. She had fought against impossible odds and always emerged alive and victorious. That was why when she entered the room, she was a bit surprised by what waited. There were officers working at computers and the Alliance Security Council sitting in their positions, but that was not what drew her attention. Rather, it was the individual who stood in the center of the room, arguing with the council.

Shepard at first did not know what to think besides that this alien was unlike anything she had ever seen. The physical appearance from the back did not appear like anyone else she had ever seen.

"Shepard," one of the committee members said.

The alien turned to face her, and for a moment, she got a slight chill. The alien was massive, standing far taller than her. Not only was the alien taller, but extremely big physically. However, the intimidation was softened by the armor that he, she guessed from his masculine voice, wore. It looked like something that a ceremonial warrior would wear. It was very elegant and beautiful, fitting for only a truly worthy fighter. The alien was roughly humanoid, with two arms ending in four-fingered hands, two legs elongated and looking a bit like that of a Quarian ending in large feet. She really could not place the look, for this alien was too different from any species to make a comparison. At best, she could make out similar characteristics, but that was it. His head was also armored and instead of a mouth as most Citadel species, he had mandibles, four, also armored.

The most striking feature was the orange-emerald eyes. Although alien in quality, Shepard could read the eyes, and right now, they told of one who had seen enough, had endured much. The judging eyes that watched her did not scare her. She was use to this. Many underestimated her, which usually was their undoing.

Her interest was cut short as Anderson cleared his throat. She shook her head slightly and focused on the task at hand.

"We've been receiving disturbing reports. Whole colonies have gone silent. No contact has been established."

A datapad was given to Shepard, and she quickly scanned the reports. She was startled by the extremely bad reports. No other species in the galaxy could cause so much harm so quickly. The answer was already clear. When she spoke, her tone was serious and to-the-point.

"Councilor," Shepard said, "I think you know the answer to your question. The Reapers have arrived."

The room seemed to stand still as everyone heeded the words. Most were fearful, looking at one another. Shepard could see them all, but she said nothing. She had to let the truth sink in. The Alliance, whether it was ready or not, would have to fight.

"How do we stop them?"

Stepping forward to make her point, Shepard took the time to make sure that all paid close attention. She would not repeat a second time.

"Stop them," Jane questioned incredulously, "Stop them?! This is about survival, not war. We're outgunned, outsmarted, and out powered, The Reapers will destroy everything without fear, regret, or hesitation."

Even Shepard was now simply stunned at the committee's ignorance. What did it take to see that they couldn't win through conventional means?

"There must be a way," one of councilors said with a bit of a stutter.

"There is only one way to win: we fight. Every last one of us must be prepared to fight and die for the survival of Humanity. If we all don't do this, we've lost."

That was the truth of the matter, and Shepard would not change anything she had said. Not one bit, but it still wasn't enough for the committee.

"We fight. That's our strategy?"

"Admiral," said another voice, "We've lost contact with the Lunar Base."

"The moon," Anderson said. "I had no idea they were that close."

"Receiving visuals now."

All eyes, including the alien turned to watch the screen. From the video feeds of many cameras showed the all-too-familiar shape of Reapers ships. Shepard's thoughts revisited that of Sovereign and Harbinger. All Reaper ships were naturally very strong, durable, and worth a small fleets of strength. If even several were in one area, it would be disastrous. The Reapers easily laid waste to all that came within their vicinity and no amount of resistance was doing anything to deter them in the least. Watching them from the skies was bad enough, but there were cameras capturing civilians trying to flee from the husks that were now beginning to swarm the streets and places where the larger Reapers could not reach.

"Why hasn't Admiral Hackett made contact?"

Anderson's question suddenly had Shepard wondering too. If the Reapers had completely bypassed the Earth defenses, then was that fleet above Earth in shambles? Had Hackett died or did he retreat?

"What do we do?"

Shepard had enough of this. If this wasn't proof enough for the Defense Committee, then nothing would ever be.

"We do the only thing we can do; We FIGHT," she stated again.

No one argued, and no one said anything, but there was no need to say anything. A strange noise filled the room. It a mixture of a loud banging with a strange buzz. Everyone tensed up. All eyes turned to face the large window.

From the skies shot red lightning. It was followed by a Reaper, main weapon firing away, turning everything in its path to slag, and it was headed right for them.

**00000000000000000000**

The Arbiter watched as the strange ship landed. Its look. It looked too much like the Parasite. Based on what he was seeing, the Reapers were appearing as the flood with a new face and a slightly altered goal, but the ultimate one still being the destruction of all life. As the crimson laser began tearing through the earth, it suddenly shifted course and headed towards the structure they were standing in.

With his battle experience kicking in, Thel knew that the best thing to do was save the Human woman, Shepard first. She was important.

"Get DOWN," Shepard shouted.

The beam tore through the glass and sent the table careening across the room. Thel had no doubt that those at the head did not survive. Thel was quick to step in front of Shepard and grab her and throw her to the side. He had little time to dodge the incoming table as it struck him head-on and tossed him into a wall. The pain lasted for a bit, but he forced himself to his feet. He checked to make sure that all was clear. He then turned to notice that the only other human that still stood was Anderson. Thel made his way quickly to Shepard.

"Get up, human," he called.

The woman appeared disoriented for a moment, but she soon rose, taking a deep breath before surveying the sight before her. Thel reached into his belt to pull out a concealed plasma pistol. It was fully charged and ready for use.

"Here," he offered the weapon.

"Thanks," she said. She observed the weapon, obviously not familiar with the alien design., but the Arbiter was not concerned. She would learn. Most humans did.

"Shepard, you still here," Anderson interrupted.

"Still alive and kicking," she grunted.

Now that Thel was completely unarmed, he needed a weapon.

"I need my weapons back, Where have you taken the weapons of… my ship?"

"You weapons are in a neighboring building-"

Thel had heard enough.

"I will locate you once I find the proper armament."

Thel began to sprint to the window, activating his shields and his active camouflage before descending into battle…
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	5. Chapter 5: Siege of Earth
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Chapter 5: First Invasion of Earth

**Earth, Sol System**

** Six minutes into Reaper Invasion**

** March 7, 2186**

Jane Shepard looked over the weapon that she now held in her hand, the one that the alien had given to her. She now wished that she had asked him a bit more about it. The design was nothing like she had ever seen. It was a very small weapon and very light. The shape was a bit unusual and she had to hold it very differently from the types of sidearms that she had used before. The color scheme, too was very unusual, with green, grey, blue, and a tint of purple here and there that were apparent. At first, she was hesitant, not sure how this weapon worked and how to fire it or what damage it would do or what it fired. She could not discern any power source, clip, or magazine type. However, before she could even ask a question, the alien was suddenly gone, and Shepard could swear that he had turned invisible as he disappeared before his form fell from sight.

Sighing to herself. Shepard took the weapon and began to get a feel for it, how to hold it. She would figure out soon enough how accurate it was and how much damage it would do as she went. She went to the ledge of the now shattered glass window and overlooked the scene, taking it all in, the sight of Reapers tearing down Vancouver block by block, the sound of gunfire and weapons discharging in the distance, the smell of smoke and debris, the feel of the atmosphere, all of it. Shepard knew that in that moment, she had to get back in the fight. If the Reapers were allowed to win, every single man, woman, and child on Earth and in the galaxy would die or be used by the Reapers, and this is what the machine race left in their wake. The destruction had to end now. The Reapers had to be destroyed. The galaxy without their homes would not be worth fighting for or living for.

She stepped outside wary of the narrow metal beam that she was standing on. She turned to run, following Anderson, her weapon out and ready. There were no enemies that were apparent, but Shepard could guess that if Reapers were involved, there would be husks nearby.

"Major Alenko, I'm patching Shepard in. What's your status," Shepard heard Hackett say over the comm. "

"_We're taking heavy fire."_Kaiden shouted, _"Almost to the Normandy. Lieutenant Vega is with me. We'll see you soon."_

Shepard had no doubt that Kaiden was faring fine. He was a methodical soldier and deadly soldier.

"Husks," Anderson called out.

Shepard spotted them as they began scaling the wall of a building opposite to the position. Taking as best the aim as she could, she pulled what she guess to be the trigger. The small pistol didn't fire a bullet or a projectile of any sort. It fired an energy bolt of some kind. She pulled the trigger in rapid succession and the weapons responded accordingly. The three shots she fired hit her target and she saw as the bolts seemed to melt through the body and incinerate the inners of the creature and it dropped dead. She quickly turned to fire at another at the top. A third tried to lunge at her, and she called upon her biotic abilities and launched a biotic fist into the creature, completely obliterating its upper chest. The husk flew back.

Making sure that Anderson was still around, Shepard noticed that he had dropped a level below. Spotting a ladder, she rapidly slid down, landing to the ground with a soft thud, then she swept the area for any hostiles. She ducked in cover as four husks descended to her level. She waited three seconds before taking a peek over her cover. They didn't even notice her. They were more interested in getting into a room that was locked from the outside. They began to try to attempt to beat down the walls to gain entry. Jumping from cover, Shepard called upon a biotic slam and sent three flying into the air and back to Earth. She fired three quick bolts into their faces before turning to club the forth with her weapon, the stomping on it with her boot. Once she made certain that it was clear, she signaled Anderson to advance.

In the distance, a Reaper Capital ship began to fire its main energy beam, and Shepard, anticipating its trajectory, she sprinted away and ducked down. Anderson did the same as the beam tore through the area she was once on. The now locked building was now open from the doorway, but the walls had also been tore down.

As she moved to enter, she heard another husk's cry. Holding her weapon up, she entered. The room was clear, but she didn't want to take chances. Checking the room for any enemies and then for any potential resources, she then turned to find another door, locked with red, but she then saw it flicker green and then a husk attempted to grab her, and she biotically punched it, causing it to fly out of sight.

With the doorway now open half a meter, she turned and worked her strength in her arms and her cybernetic implants to push the door open enough.

"In here," Shepard called. "Quick!"

Anderson moved to slip between the crack and to the other side. Shepard was about to follow suit, but a clanking sound came to her ears, and she turned her head sharply, but no one was around. She let go of the doors, and they still remained half a meter open, Shepard trained her weapon, watching with careful eyes. She moved forward, only to look to her right. A ventilation shaft was open, and there hiding in it was a boy, who cowered away from her the instant she spotted him. Immediately, her compassion took over as she tried to keep the kid in sight and help.

"Hey," Shepard whispered with her best compassionate voice.

She kneeled down and saw the boy backing further down the shaft. He looked scared, and her presence didn't seem to make him feel any better.

"There's so much death," the boy sputtered.

She didn't know what to say. He was a boy. On one hand, she didn't expect him to understand, and in a way, she felt bad for the kid. He was seeing things that should not be seen by children his age. On another hand, her more battle-hardened side cursed that this boy had seen enough and was still alive, so he would have to cope with it whether he liked it or not. Trying to shove her inner conflict inside, she looked outside to see a Reaper on the move. She turned back to face the kid.

"You're not safe here," Shepard said and reached out, "Take my hand. I need to get you to safety."

"You can't help me. No one can," the boy argued.

She was hurt, more so that she showed. In a way, she had to confess that at times like these, it did feel that way, that the Reapers were just too much, and that losing was not a matter of "if" but more a matter of "when".

"Shepard," Anderson called from the doors. "You okay?"

Shepard turned her head for a moment, then she turned back, only to find the shaft empty and with no trace of any boy. She shook head. Did she just imagine the kid there? She didn't want to think that she was abandoning the boy, but he had gone away from her. She shook her head in frustration and in sadness as she turned to follow Anderson.

**00000000000000000000**

Thel 'Vadam moved fast and with grace as he remained cloaked. It had only been mere minutes and already, he could see the many Reaper ground troops that littered the ground, destroying things up and close while the Reaper ships destroyed on a large scale. Getting a clear look at their forms, he could easily see that these filthy creatures, some of them, resembled humans, and if he had to guess, the others were once alien species. It disgusted him and it made him more determined to defeat this threat. The Flood was a blight that had to be destroyed for the well-being of all other species. These Reapers had to die too. Any race that converts and kills others had to be eradicated.

Seeing a gap ahead, he took off in a sprint and at the last second, he leaped, and he crossed a few meters before coming to a stop on the other side. The roofs of every building was littered with wreckage and debris. The destruction was all around, and Thel took note of all of it, but he remained true to his course. He needed to equip himself with his weapons. If Admiral Anderson had been truthful, which was still questionable, then his weapons was in the next building. He began to search for an entrance of some sort. The doors of this galaxy were similar to that of the UNSC humans, green when open and red when locked. but no door could really hold him back. He could easily tear down or bash down any door getting in the way.

It was then he spotted two human parasites climb onto the roof he stood on. Although Thel could have easily left them alone, he decided to see what these creatures were capable of, or see if they could even combat him at all. Keeping quiet, he quickly grabbed one and threw it over the edge with one arm. It weighed about as much as a normal human, which meant he could easily thrash one around with his strength. The other husk closed the distance and Thel saw it suddenly give off an electrical discharge and he jumped back, watching his shield be drained. Roaring, he charged forward and delivered a punch to the abdomen of the creature, which crushed its chest cavity and sent if flying a few meters. The creature didn't not move. So these creatures did not possess weapons to fire, but could use this electrical energy to drain shields, most likely a tactic to try and take down enemies quickly.

Filing that away for further mulling, Thel turned to resume his search. He found a locked door, but delivered a punch and found the door dent. He hit it again, and the dent deepened. Another hit and the other side could be seen. One more punch later, and there was a small gap in the center. Using the gap, Thel grabbed both door edges and forced it open. He did not need to crane his neck down, for the doorway was tall enough. Once on the other side, he let go of the door, which shut tight again, but with an exposed flaw, it would be easily opened again by anyone. Taking note of the dark interior and the rubble now blocking his path, he proceeded to quickly remove it from his path. There were many metal supports and other heavy pieces, but nothing he could not get through. though this would have been easier if Thel had his energy swords with him, but he worked silently to get the debris out of the way. Once the hallway was clear, he proceeded to move down. He once again activated his active camouflage and keep an eye on the signs and indications as to where his weapons could be.

It was then he noticed a sign that said armory and weapons. He silently thank the maker that he was capable of reading human english. Quickly following the indications and being ever-so careful when turning corners or walking in dark places, the Arbiter quickly came upon another door, this one green, and opened to his presence immediately.

The room he came upon was indeed an armory. The first indication was that human weapons were hung up on racks and boxes of ammunition lay scattered. Clearly, someone had been here, but there were many bodies of both personnel and soldiers here, and they appeared to be all dead, as indicated by the burns on their body and armor and blood visible on some. Seems that these people were trying to arm themselves but did not have the time. Stepping over them, he moved to do a thorough check on every single item in inventory. It was then that he spotted a familiar crate. It was a UNSC crate that carried weapons and grenades. He rushed over and notice a Separatist storage unit as well, also probably loaded with weapons, and next to it lay two plasma rifles, two plasma pistols, two energy sword hilts, and some assorted grenade types. Apparently, a lot of the weapons from the _Forward Unto Dawn _were still on the Arbiter's side of the ship, and for that, he breathed a sigh of relief.

Thel moved to clip his swords to his belt. He took a plasma pistol and placed it where he first concealed his original pistol. Then the plasma rifles came next. He would need these the most. They would recharge in ten hours when completely empty and they were reliable. He thought about taking the tye-51 carbine, but thought better. There was limited ammunition and he doubted that there was enough ammunition for him to last this war. He took two plasma grenades and two fragmentations. He was just about to leave when he thought that maybe he should bring a heavy weapon with him. He opened the Separatist crate to find a few plasma turrets and a Fuel Rod Cannon. He thought about taking the Fuel Rod Cannon, but then realized that with the limited ammunition, it would become dead weight sooner or later. The plasma turret the Arbiter left alone. It did recharge like other plasma weaponry, but it was heavy to carry and in a battlefield, he wanted to remain fast and nimble. he then turned to notice a Type-50 Sniper Rifle. These were also battery-powered, but this one more for a sharpshooter and marksman, and while Thel found these weapons to be really useful, he was no sniper. He was a good shot, but the carbine was more of his prefered style.

He then turned to open the human crate and look inside. There was a shotgun, a rocket launcher, and a flame thrower, nothing special. He turned to leave, but then noticed something else. There was a giant weapon laying there as well. He recognized it because of its rather large size, but also for its destructive capabilities.

The inscription on the side said "Weapon/Anti-Vehicle Model 6 Grindell/Galilean Nonlinear Rifle", but the Arbiter remembered its shorter moniker, the "SPARTAN Laser", an apt name as he had seen that this weapon was a true laser, being as fast as light and being extremely powerful, a weapon that truly represented the Spartan's prowess and capabilities in battle. Although it was a difficult weapon to wield, Thel decided that its power would be helpful, but he would have to use it sparingly due to it having few shots, but perhaps he could find a way to recharge it since it was also a battery-powered weapon like many plasma guns. Clipping his main-handed plasma rifle, he grabbed the laser, immediately feeling its weight. It was heavier than most weapons, but he could still lift it easily. He was quick to clamp it onto the magnet on his back. He felt it snap into place.

Now satisfied that he was armed and ready to go, he turned to give this place one last look before exiting, activating his active camouflage.

With his hand of his reacquired plasma rifle, Thel returned the way he came, exiting the roof and begun to key into his comm to see if he could pick up any sort of radio frequencies that these humans used. At first, he did not find anything but static. Determined not to give up, he began to sift through the numerous channels that his armor could pick up on. At best, he could make out the words of a few humans giving orders or reports of damage. It was a miracle that Thel was even picking up anything to listen to in the first place due to his communications equipment was completely different technology from that of the Alliance. As he watched the radio begin to pick up something that he could actually make out, he listened in.

"_Repeat_," a voice said, "_we're located **** a downed ****ship in the harbor. Normandy, ****_?"

The _Normandy_. That was that ship that Admiral Anderson had mentioned in their conversation. If the _Normandy _was nearby, then that was where he needed to be. Hopefully, the human Shepard would be there. The last thing that Thel wanted was to waste time trying to locate the human, but then again, she was different.

The moment that he saw Shepard, he could see the warrior and soldier that she was. Her eyes, a bright emerald-green, revealed much to him. She had seen much, had experienced much, had survived much. The air of confidence, the air of a truly worthy warrior, those he could spot in any individual. Not only that, but when she spoke to that Defense Committee, she had said the same thing that he had said: fight or die. She understood this threat. She understood the necessity to hold nothing back and not resort to conventional methods to defeat an enemy that does not play by the rules, but most importantly, she knew that sacrifices were needed for victory, and she appeared to be the kind of individual that would be willing to lay down her life if it meant she could save her race. For that, Shepard had the Arbiter's respect. He had yet to see her in active combat, but he wondered if he really needed a confirmation of that. A warrior like her seemed to have been strong enough to survive and win if she could see what others failed to see.

Thel turned his head to see that the sea was quickly flooding into the areas that were once level and kept water out. He did not know where Shepard and the admiral had went, but if he had to guess, that was where they might be. A ship picking them up there would make some sense as the area was clear to land ships or at least act as a dropping and loading zone.

Clutching his plasma rifle, he jumped down and fell a few meters before coming to a stop. He then spotted another human-infected creature and fire his plasma rifle, easily cutting it down. Two more came forward, and Thel wasted no time in responding with another volley of shots. Once those two were down, Thel took of in a run, taking shot at one in his path and clubbing another. Another tried to jump him, but he rolled to his right and fired again. The blue plasma bolts hit their mark and the creature hissed, then collapsed. Checking his HUD for the remaining energy in his rifle, he made a note to try and balance between his plasma rifle and energy sword. Unsheathing his main plasma rifle, he took out his main energy sword. The blade hummed to life with a satisfying sound. Noticing another creature in front of him, he closed the distance and cut the creature into two followed by a underhand slash to another. Thel then shifted the blade and impaled one before kicking the dead weight off the blade.

These Reapers were like the Flood in one respect: they charged at their enemies and tried to damage from close range, but Thel was a master of close-quarters combat. He was hacking at many enemies and striking with ease while keeping his movements fluid and controlled. He turned to kick one to the ground before felling the blade against its skull.

No more enemies approached him, and he turned to survey his location. He was right near an area of flooding. Holstering his energy sword and arming his main plasma rifle, he began to slide down an angled surface that was once part of a structure. He kept one hand on the "wall" and aimed his plasma rifle with his other hand. With five meters to go, he let go and jump out three meters and quickly swept the area for hostiles. He could not see any, but his hearing was picking up distinct screeching and roaring sounds.

It was then then that he could hear gunfire. From the sound of things, it sounded like bullet projectiles. Thel would know that sound from anywhere having fought with humans before. He reactivated his cloak and began to take off in a sprint. The gunfire could only mean one thing: a battle between most likely Alliance soldiers and Reapers. Using the sounds as a map, he would stop every so often to listen to the sounds of the gunfire. He was also seeing if he could hear a plasma pistol that would indicate the human's position, the one called Shepard.

He had forgotten that he had left his radio on and he heard static followed by some words.

"_We're ** *** harbor by a downed gunship. Do you copy, Normandy?"_

_ "10-4, Adm*ral. We're ** *ur way."_

Thel switched off the comm and surveyed the entire harbor. He had not been separated from Shepard for a long time. He could still sight the building from which they had emerged from. No doubt she and Anderson were close by.

**00000000000000000000**

Shepard saw those twisted Batarian husks firing at her and she instinctively ducked down. There was too much fire to be even attempting to return fire. She instinctively found herself half-crawling from her cover to try and find a different firing position. The fire still came from overhead, but they didn't seem to know that she was switching positions. If she could get close enough, she might be able to pick one or two off before they fired back, but she couldn't take any fire herself without sustaining a serious injury. Without any armor or shielding of any kind other than her own biotics, she was limited to what she could do.

Once she reached the edge of the makeshift cover, she gave a quick breath before quickly popping over the side and quickly firing a flurry of bolts with her pistol. The bolts downed the husk and she quickly moved back to cover. The second her head left that spot, the flash of orange flew by. The second the fire paused, Shepard's mind quickly knew that they were reloading, so she took the time to stand up and launch a biotic pull, which launched two husks into the air. Shepard then shot the helpless targets down with no remorse. The collapsed to the ground dead once the biotics weared off.

Shepard didn't know how many shots she had fired off, and she had no idea how many shots she had left of this weapon, but she did know one thing: it was extremely effective at its job, being able to take down husks with few shots. She had a feeling that against shielded targets, it would do considerable damage too. Perhaps she should ask if she could keep this weapon once that other alien came back.

She could hear Anderson giving their location to Kaiden, who she assumed was already aboard the _Normandy_. She did admit that she had missed the ship. It had felt like her home. Shepard would admit that although she had few things to call hers, the _Normandy_ was one thing she could say was hers and she would never give it up, not without a fight.

"Signal's cut out," Anderson announced.

Why were things never easy?

"That beacon better do its job," Shepard said.

"Incoming," Anderson shouted, then pointed.

From the sky, objects were falling, and there were hundreds of them. One of them landed close to their location, the explosion lasting for a few seconds before clearing up and revealing more Batarian husks, ready to tear them to pieces. Shepard and Anderson immediately ducked down as husk fire split the air they once occupied. Shepard wasted no time responding in kind with a volley of her own fire. Anderson, too, followed up with shots of his own.

Shepard once again ducked, wishing that she had grenades to use right now. She was growing tired of peeking over the edge of her poorly-made cover and firing, hoping to take one down and praying that she did not get killed by a lucky shot. Plus, she realized soon that she was running low on ammunition on her recently acquired weapon. While firing several times, it had sputtered before resuming shooting bolts. She surmised that the weapons was running low on ammunition, and Shepard had no idea if she could ever hope to use the weapon again, although in the back of her mind, she hoped that this weapon could still be useful in the future.

Shepard clipped the pistol to her side, knowing that they next few shots would undoubtedly be her last. She then unsheathed her newly-acquired Avengers rifle and began to take more shots, popping out of cover every few seconds to fire off enough rounds to take down one. It was then she realized that she was very low on ammunition for the Avenger as well.

_Where's help when you need it_, Shepard thought.

A few more husks decided to take a chance and get closer. Shepard cursed under her breath. She readied her biotic powers, prepared to take them down the good old-fashioned way. Two were close to her position, and she slammed her fist into the ground and delivered a biotic slam, which sent the two husks careening away and into the water of the harbor. She then turned biotically punch another, launching the twisted creature a few meters away.

She turned to face another husk, ready to take it out, but from seemingly out of nowhere, two sharp blue tips sprouted from the husk's chest, The blue blades them moved up and completely split the head of the creature in half as well as the upper torso. The two-bladed weapon then turned to impale another before being roughly shoved off and fell off the debris platform. Shepard took two steps back, watching the blade slowly. Yes, it had killed the husks, but she didn't trust things that just saved her.

Then, a new figure came into focus, The strangely-shaped sword was being wielded by someone. From out of seemingly nowhere, the giant alien that had offered her the weapon appeared out of nowhere. To her credit she didn't jump back, but she was a little more than surprised. What stopped her from jumping back out of surprise was that this wasn't the first time that she had dealt with a cloaked being. Shepard's thoughts turned to the playful and very elusive woman Kasumi Goto. She had a cloak too, and she used it very effectively, and Shepard knew how deadly effective being difficult to see was in battle.

The alien shifted his hand slightly and the blue blade of the sword disappeared. Shepard was a bit intrigued. An energy sword of some kind? Those kinds of weapons were things that people talked about, but she had yet to actually see anything like it. Apart from the blade hilt that Shepard saw, she could also see that he was clearly armed for battle, with several weapons strapped to his thighs and to his belt. She also saw what she guessed to be grenades as well. She then noticed that there was another weapon on his back. Judging by its size, it had to be some sort of heavy weapon.

"Glad that you made it," Shepard said.

"These Reapers, they remind me of an old enemy," he said in a grim manner. "Overwhelming, powerful, and unyielding… but not impossible to defeat."

"Arbiter," Anderson acknowledged, "it's good that you're here. The _Normandy's _on its way. We could use your help holding the landing platform."

Shepard would ask more but suddenly, she could hear the sound of more screeches and both she and the… Arbiter turned to face their adversaries.

_Arbiter_, she thought, _Isn't that a high-ranking individual?_

Shepard held her rifle loosely and she glanced at the Arbiter ready on of the weapons clipped to his side. She was down to a clip left, but even without any weapons, she wasn't defenseless. She had her hand-to-hand training and her biotics.

She wouldn't have to use either as the place that the husks stood was turned into a blazing inferno. Shepard didn't really question it, just a bit thankful that it came when it did. She turned her head to the sky, hearing a familiar sound: The _Normandy SR-2_

"_The cavalry has arrived," _Joker announced over the com,

She smiled, Joker's voice never failed to bring her spirits up.

"About time," Anderson replied over the com.

**00000000000000000000**

Thel watched as the vessel came circling back. It was an unusual vessel. Its shape was nothing that he would associate with human making, having its thrusters not directly on the back, but two wings with the thrusters. The shape of the body was slightly curved at the top, but still kept a linear shape, The nose of the ship was more narrow and pointed, but he could still make out the cockpit window, Although it was an unusual human vessel, Thel did admit that if there was one thing that all human ships had in common, it was the fact that their designations were always on the sides of the ship. Would these humans also call this ship "her"?

_I have never understood humans associating vehicles and ships with a female._

His eyes watched Shepard as she seemed really anxious now. She then took off in a run, making it for the likely landing area of the ship. Thel decided to follow her. He watched as she ran, then jumped over some debris and slid under some in her rush. He followed suit, watching his path carefully for anything that might ambush him… or Shepard.

As the ship came close to an almost flat surface, a ramp began to extend forward, and Alliance soldiers began to began to occupy it. Shepard did not hesitate a moment. She jumped and landed to the platform. Another human male, this one with fair skin for a human and somewhat short black hair helped her up.

"Glad you could make it, Shepard," the human said.

"Thanks," Shepard answered.

They must have been friends as their tones seemed very casual.

Thel did not immediately jump after Shepard. Before he could do anything else, Admiral Anderson joined them, but he too, did not immediately jump onto the landing platform.

"Shepard," he called out.

"Come on," she called back. "We need you here."

The Arbiter took note of the many small ships now occupying the sky, most of them Alliance ships. Anderson and Shepard noticed too. Their gaze watched for a few seconds more, then Anderson resumed his attention to the human woman.

"I'm needed her more," Anderson said next, "there will be soldiers and men down here fighting the Reapers here. They need a leader."

Thel turned to watch Shepard's reaction, and judging by her facial expression, she did not seeme to agree with the admiral's assessment.

"If you're staying, then I am too," she replied, "We're in this together until the end."

"No," Anderson argued. "We're not going to win by ourselves, not by a long shot. We need help from the other races. We need their fleets and all of their soldiers. Get to the Citadel, get the Council to send help."

"The Council isn't really known for their ability to understand the big picture," Shepard retorted.

"Then make them understand," Anderson continued, "That wasn't a request."

"With all due respect," Shepard shook her head, "I don't take order from you anymore."

Thel's eyes watched as Anderson held something silver and on a chain. The Sangheili immediately recognized these as dog tags. Apparently, it was what every soldier in the human military wore. In the event that the soldier died in battle, the tag could be used to identify the soldier, as well as some other basic information about them, including blood type.

"Consider yourself reinstated," Anderson shouted. He then tossed the tags to Shepard, who caught it with her free hand. "Commander."

Anderson then turned to Thel.

"If you want to help us, now would be the time to do so. Help us, and we'll help you find a way back to your home."

Thel did not need to think about it. The Reapers had to be destroyed. They were a blight on this galaxy.

Nodding, he began to run slightly before making a leap to the other side. He landed square on his feet, then turned to face the remaining Admiral.

"I'll be back with every fleet I can get," Shepard said.

"Good luck."

"You too."

Thel felt the ascension of the ship as it began to gain altitude. Anderson watched for a second, then turned to leave. He was aware of the stares he was receiving from the other soldiers in the near proximity, but his mind was not there. The Arbiter's attention was towards the sky, where many ships started landing and picking up survivors. Citizens and maybe even more important figureheads were being evacuated. Thel could see that the Commander was watching intensely at someone in particular. He scanned the area and found the likely source of her undivided attention: a small human child.

The Arbiter was no stranger to children. He had killed many, and seeing one now reminded him of the slaughters that he had done, but this time, he was not feeling guilty. The feeling that he felt now was more of a grim reminder of the reality of war. As he watched the tiny child make for a ship, he sensed that something was about to go wrong. His senses proved right as the ship began to take off, but was destroyed quickly by a crimson-red laser beam. The ship as well as another was destroyed completely. Thel frowned. This indeed did remind him of his slaughters, but this time, he was going to do something about it. He would be saving lives rather than taking them, and he would be riding this galaxy of another thing that should have never existed.

**000000000000000000000**

Shepard had watched the shuttles explode, and felt her stomach drop. Watching Alliance soldiers die was bad enough, and over time, she had gotten use to the sight, but it didn't make their deaths any easier to cope with. To watch a small and innocent child that she could have saved die like that had ignited two things: disparity and anger. This was the absolute definition of cruelty, slaughter of all life without any conscious.

She would return, and the Reapers would be stopped, and that was a promise she was going to make.

She turned to enter the shuttle bay as the ramp came up. Kaiden had already left and had been preparing her gear as well as some weapons and equipment. She walked in, noticing how relatively quiet it was. She knew that the Arbiter was following. She felt awkward not knowing what to call him other than a rank. She was quickly followed by James, who seemed really on edge.

"What's going on? Where the hell is Anderson," James demanded. "What are we doing?"

Shepard didn't want to respond. She had enough to think about, and now wasn't the time.

"Hey," James shouted.

Shepard turned to face him with a barely-contained face of annoyance.

"We're leaving Earth," she answered simply.

"Leaving," the lieutenant said in disbelief.

"What's the plan," she heard Kaiden ask.

"We need to get to the Citadel, get help from the other species, Anderson's order," Shepard stated. It was self-explanatory, but James still wouldn't give in.

"Bullshit, Anderson wouldn't do that," James said angrily.

"Do you think I like this any better, lieutenant," she demanded, her voice dripping with anger, "That is Earth we're talking about. There's nothing I'd like more than to stay, but we can't win without help."

"I'm not abandoning Earth," James said coldly, "get me a shut-"  
>"ENOUGH!"<br>Shepard's shout could be heard by all and maybe EDI or some of the crew had heard her, but right now, Shepard didn't care. She had a mission to do, and she would do it one way or another.

"We're heading to the Citadel. If you don't approve, James, take a shuttle ride from there."

Shepard turned to resume her attention on a console, making it clear that the conversation was over. James simply waved his hand in frustration and turned away.

"_Commander,_" Joker's voice cut in.

"Joker," she said happily. "You good?"

"_Alive and still kicking ass. Got an incoming transmission from Admiral Hackett._"

"Patch him through."

The image was distorted, as was the audio, but it didn't take a genius to figure out the gist.

"_Shepard, ** ********* heavy losses. ***** ** *** ** can't defeat them, not by the books._"

"I'm heading to the Citadel by orders of Anderson," Shepard spoke.

"_Before you **, I **** you ** ** to Mars. We can't lose control of the Solar System. Dr T'Soni has found a *** ** stop the Reapers, ***** *** only way to stop them._"

Shepard saluted. "Right away, sir."

"_*** ** ** contact soon. Hackett out._"

Shepard lowered her arm as the transmission cut out. She then reconnected with Joker.

"Joker, set a course for Mars. We're going through the archives there."

"_Roger that, Commander_," he said.

Shepard then began to prepare a shuttle. As the machine dids its work, she began to gather the pieces to her armor, taking note of every piece.

"What's on Mars anyway," Kaiden asked. "and why now?"

"Don't know, " Shepard admitted, "but anything to help us win the war is appreciated. Grab your gear. We're on the clock now."

**Long chapter, but this is the first taste of action. It was a lot of work, but it feels so satisfying to finish it.**

**As always, leave a REVIEW, telling me what went good and what went bad. The grammar should be slightly better than in the previous chapter, if not all of it. Any ideas will be read and I may consider them.**

**Because Mass Effect 3 is a game that I am still learning about, I will be doing a lot of video-watching and reading about it. If I mess up some technological stuff, character personalities, or anything in general. please do leave that in the REVIEW. I want to stay true to the characters.**

**Final note: if the story pace is rather slow, then I apologize, but I still have to work out the story.**

**Hope you enjoyed. Keep reading, and let your imagination fuel you. Peace!**
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Chapter 6: Welcome to Mars

**Mars, Sol System**

** Mission to Prothean Archives**

** March 7 2186**

Commander Jane Shepard, recently reinstated by Admiral David Anderson, now stood in the shuttle, watching her team with mild interest.

Lieutenant James Vega was a good soldier according to his record. He was an N7 like herself, with a record that more than proved his combat capabilities. He was a good soldier and he viewed her as sort of a personal hero. He still did want to return to Earth, but everyone did, and he had not said anything about it since they had departed from the ravaged human homeworld. One day, they would all return. Vega was a decent pilot for the shuttle, but she made a note to get a better pilot later. He was a qualified pilot, but he was more suited when he was on the battlefield. Shepard would get to know him on a more personal level some time in the near future she hoped. She liked to make friends.

The former Staff Lieutenant Kaidan Aleko, now Major Alenko, was one of the most methodical and dedicated soldiers that she had ever encountered. He had survived hell and worse by her side, had proven that he could fight and was one of the best soldiers she had ever seen. She could trust him to watch her back and to execute his part of the plan and contribute. She still was not really sure how to approach him in regards to their strained relationship, but Shepard knew that soon or later, she would either choose to do something or be forced to do something about it. Despite not really carrying any romantic feelings, she still cared for him deeply.

Her final squad member was someone she wasn't really sure about: the alien that only called himself the Arbiter. Due to his enormous size, he had been forced to sit down hunched over because the shuttle was far too short for him. The whole time, he seemed to be really critical about the rest of the team, eyes watching them. Although Shepard wasn't really what to make of the alien, she was willing to give him the benefit of a doubt. When it came to aliens, she viewed them as equals, not as inferiors as some humans viewed them. What she had seen of him in battle made him out to be lethal, agile, and nimble. The fact that he carried energy blades clearly marked him as a sort of a skilled warrior in close-quarters and hand-to-hand combat, but the Arbiter still used ranged weapons as well, indicating versatility. Shepard also wanted to get to know this alien on a more personal level, although she had a palpable feeling that it would be far more difficult than talking to Vega. For one, they were two different species, but the ornate armor and those eyes had piqued her curiosity. Not only that, but his voice carried authority, power, intelligence, and respect. At the same time, Shepard might think that he could also be comforting if he desired to be, but the way he conducted himself suggested that would be a less-seen ability used.

As much as she wanted to find out more, there was a time for everything, and right now was not the time. She took one last long look at the sitting and hunched-over Arbiter before turning her head towards James piloting the shuttle.

"_The base seems to have gone dark. No communications in or out." _Joker reported.

"No Reaper activity here," Shepard questioned.

"_Negative," _Joker responded.

It puzzled Shepard. Why would they bypass Mars?

It was then that the Arbiter spoke.

"The only reason an enemy bypasses a planet with their enemies is that they deem the planet to be insignificant to them," he said.

Shepard didn't turn to face the Arbiter, but the logic made sense. Maybe the Reapers thought that Mars was not worth the effort due to the low human presence there. The Reapers were, after all, very certain of their supposed inevitable victory.

"_The Arbiter does have a valid point," _EDI's voice cut in, _"The Reapers likely view Mars as a less significant threat than Earth."_

Shepard didn't bother wondering how EDI knew what to call their newest squad member. EDI could hear all things on the _Normandy._

"Anything else, EDI," Shepard inquired.

"_The base appears to be fully functioning. It is quite possible that the inhabitants and personnel were evacuated."_

"We'll know soon," Shepard concluded.

As she turned to watch Kaidan, she could tell that he was clearly on edge. She noticed that he seemed to be watching the Arbiter very closely. It surprised her. Normally, he was far more lenient when it came to aliens, but maybe having an unknown with no notice was the reason. The Arbiter, meanwhile, seemed to be really edgy, like he was really wanting to do battle. It was then he craned his neck and turned his head to meet her.

"Was that voice an artificial intelligence," he asked.

Shepard, at first, thought that maybe she should just pass EDI off as a VI, but she then decided that would not work. Even if she could cover it up, which seemed moot at this point, sooner or later, the truth would come out.

"...yes," the commander said reluctantly.

Seemingly satisfied with her response and not bothering to speak further about it, he turned to his weapon in his hand, looking it over once again. She was once again drawn to his orange-amber eyes. They seemed to be gauging something, but she didn't know what though. It was kind of surprising how human those eyes could be despite their evident differences.

After another several minutes in silence, they landed. James did a few more presses to the console before getting up and placing his helmet on his head.

"Communications are still nill. To make things worse, we've got a story heading our way," he reported.

"How long," Shepard questioned.

"Half hour at best. We better get a move on because we're going to have trouble reaching the _Normandy _once it hits," James responded.

"Understood," Shepard noted.

Shepard quickly drew her sidearm. She still carried the plasma pistol that the Arbiter had told her. He said that it was now hers to use, and she gladly accepted. He had told her it would take ten hours to recharge from an empty battery, and she guess that since the weapon was almost empty, it would take just about the same time.

The shuttle door opened and she stepped out, scanning the area for any hostiles. When none were found, she signalled that the area was clear. Kaidan followed, then James, and finally, the Arbiter, with some difficulty.

As she moved quickly, she could tell that the others were following, and it was clear that the Arbiter was the closest to her. His shadow was enormous like himself, but despite his stature, he moved fast. In fact, he seemed to be really agitated with the speed which they were advancing. She had to trust him to make the right choices in battle, even though they were still mere acquaintances.

"Holy shit," James commented, "That storm's bigger in person."

"Could be worse," Kaidan continued.

"Still could kill us if we're not careful," James warned.

"I'm more concerned about winning the war, Vega," the major sighed.

"Were it so easy," the Arbiter added.

Those words had sounded like more than what was clearly said, but she could neither confirm nor understand what they truly meant, so she didn't. Shepard could only push on.

After a march of a few hundred meters, they suddenly heard a gunshot. She signalled the others to maintain formation and be silent. It was then that she rounded the corner to see a group standing, surrounding kneeling people.

Shepard signalled for the team to get down. Peeking over the corner, she got a look at what was happening. It looked like the personnel from the base were being held hostage by someone. After a closer look, she realized that it was Cerberus troopers. Without warning, one of the troopers raised his weapon and shot one in the head, execution-style.

"Not good," James said.

Shepard gave a signal to him and Kaidan, and turned to give the Arbiter a command, but then noticed that he was gone. She looked around a bit frantically for a second. She then turned back to the other two squad members still accounted for.

"Where did the Arbiter go off to," she asked, worried.

**00000000000000000000**

Thel 'Vadam had watched Commander Shepard's movements as she advances. She is calm, collected, and always watching for any signs of enemy activity. From what he has seen of her interactions with her team, she seems to know them on a more personal level, which is always a bonus. It certainly does help with teamwork and unit cohesion. He had yet to see if she was capable of leading in battle, but he would find out soon.

As they continued on, the sound of a shot came to the Arbiter's ears. Shepard motioned for them to remain alert. He did not really pay attention. Thel knew how to be quiet. As they turned to face further down the path created from vehicles travelling down it, they saw a group of what Thel saw to be humans, but what was strange was that most were in armor while several were in the process. It looked like they were to be executed. Thel had seen Covenant soldiers do this many times. He decided on a split-second attack.

Activating his active camouflage, Thel took off as fast as he could, covering the distance in mere seconds. He pushed his speed once the armored humans which he was certain were not Alliance soldiers, begin to line up the prisoners that were there, preparing to execute them.

Once he was within range, Thel activated his energy sword, the blade negating any possible shielding that the human had, easily cut through the man as it activated to its full length. The other soldier immediately jumped back. Thel then shifted his body to deliver a low slash to another, leaving a death mark on another's lower abdomen. He threw an arm up to instinctively keep the enemy's fire from obscuring his vision. His shields holding steady, he quickly delivers a brutal kick to one, sending them into a nearby vehicle with a really loud banging sound, knocking him unconscious. Thel then turns to another and quickly delivers a left hook punch, stunning the man, then quickly sheathing his blade and drawing his plasma rifle to shoot him a few times, the first several shots draining the shields and the rest tearing through the armor.

His motion sensor detected someone behind him, and he rapidly turned his body and quickly stopped the final one from trying to melee him, With speed, he quickly deactivates his weapons, slaps the rifle from the soldier's hands, then, exerting some of his strength, is quick to lift the human off the ground, holding him in the air. The human tries desperately to release himself from Thel's iron grip, but the Sangheili's strength far overpowers that of the human. With the plasma rifle in his hand he holds the human in place as he brings the rifle to his chest and fires until it burns through the soldier's armor and flesh. Once the arms fall to the sides, completely limp, Thel tosses the body aside.

Turning his head to face the hostages in black armor, they look petrified of him, and he does not blame them, so he is quick to diffuse the situation.

"I am here to help you, human," Thel said.

"W-W-who are you," the Alliance soldier asks.

"An ally," Thel simply says.

It is then that Shepard and her other team members join them. He cannot see their faces, but their posture indicates that they appear shocked in a way.

"That was…" Shepard begins, but she cannot find the words.

"Man," the man called James say, "you took down those Cerberus troops like they were nothing."

Thel nodded and turned to the commander.

"Cerberus?"

"Cerberus is a pro-human terrorist organization," Shepard responds.

Pro-humans were never fun to deal with, and it was even more despicable that these humans clearly had no remorse for killing their own kind.

"What's Cerberus doing here," the one Kaidan demands.

"They're here for something in the Prothean archives," the black Alliance soldier says. "Something in the archives, but their force barely are enough to number our own."

"They had to have had help on our side," the other adds. "The rest of the base is compromised."

Thel notices that Kaidan turns his head a little too sharply, indicating that something does not sit right with him.

"You wouldn't happen to know anything about this, Shepard," he quesions.

"I cut all ties with Cerberus, Kaidan," Shepard replies in dismissal.

"Maybe, but it is suspicious just the same," he says.

"We need to keep moving. You two, try to stay out of trouble. If you see any Cerberus troops, you know what to do."

"Right, thanks for the help, Commander Shepard."

Thel knew that this was a means to quickly divert the tense subject that was about to be brought up. What she had said before sounded like bad news. Thel did not think Shepard to be a human of that nature, but he was not one to judge. He did not know the details.

The flare of his shields against Cerberus fire forced him to evade and weave, activating his active camouflage. Shepard, quickly delivered a sniper round to a Cerberus trooper's head. They were all quick to scatter so that they could not be circled.

Thel had took to the front, firing accurate shots with his plasma rifle, firing a burst of three shots, taking down ones shield and quickly sending his fist into the man's face, the sound of bones cracking against his giant fist an indicator that he can quickly move to the next enemy. Drawing his energy sword in his right hand, Thel delivered a quick impale into the trooper's chest before turning to raise his blade to block some incoming fire. Using his speed, he quickly made a run for another, relieving another of a weapon before knocking him to the ground. Two tried to focus fire. Thel's shields held steady as he quickly ducked into cover. He could hear Shepard and the other two humans firing, taking down three more enemies with ease. A sharp noise caused Thel to notice a grenade at his feet, which prompted him to quickly bolt out of the way before the detonation. He found himself face-to-face with another Cerberus trooper, who instinctively raised a rifle. Thel grabbed the rifle barrel and tilted it away from himself and watched with in an unimpressed expression as the trooper wasted shots, trying to fight with the Sangheili's strength, but with no success. Thel grabbed the rifle and used the butt of the weapon to smack against the Cerberus trooper's head. The trooper fell to the ground, unconscious. He then turned the rifle to fire the weapon in the face of his enemy. Once he could see the blood, he dropped the unfamiliar weapon without a second look.

The sound of approaching footsteps prompted him to raise his plasma rifle, only to see Shepard, Vega, and Alenko approaching. They nodded at him and he simply turned to look around, lowering his aimed rifle. There were only a few vehicles, not nearly enough reinforcements to seize control of a facility this big, and if these Cerberus troopers were as easy to kill as this, then they most definitely had to have received help from a traitor. Thel's mind reeled in disgust at that term. A traitor was considered one of the worst kinds of beings for Sangheili. A traitor had no honor and had no purpose. Noticing the tracks still somewhat fresh on the ground, he traced them to a large open door. It was an entrance as this part seemed to be connected to the facility. Judging by the fact that there was no stairs or any sort of means to elevate apparent, this had to be an elevator.

Without waiting for Shepard or her team, he quickly made his way into the lift, taking care to make sure he was not going to bash his head against the ceiling, but thankfully, the ceiling was more than tall enough. Thel still brandished his weapons. He took no chances, especially with human enemies. They could surprise him in many ways, but they had yet to do that.

**00000000000000000000**

Commander Shepard walked through the door, mulling over what she had seen of the Arbiter's combat. To say that he was a warrior didn't do him enough justice. He had torn through the Cerberus troopers like they were insects. His weapons were deadly and effective, that energy blade seeming to completely ignore the shielding technology and melting through their armor like a butter knife. His ranged weapons, too had been effective, cutting through shielding in mere shots and piercing armor quickly. The Arbiter also was very skilled hand-to-hand combat, being extremely fast despite his massive size, and being strong enough to lift the troopers with one hand. He seemed to have no qualms about using the enemy's weapons or the environment around him to manipulate a battle in his favor. For some reason, his fighting style, they way he performed the moves seemed graceful, elegant, beautiful, and deadly. She found herself fascinated by it, and had she had time, she might continue to admire, but she had a duty to do.

The Arbiter waited for her as she began to work the controls to the elevator, her rifle still in-hand. It didn't take long to seal the door and begin to vent atmosphere into the elevator space. Nobody said anything, and Shepard didn't say anything. It wasn't until she turned away from the controls did Kaiden break the silence.

"Shepard, tell me what's going on," the major asked.

Shepard winced a bit, hurt that his doubts and hatred for Cerberus were now making this difficult all over again. She knew that their relationship was strained enough as it was.

"Kaiden," she began, but she didn't get a chance to continue.

"No, don't try that "Kaiden" business on me. Be serious," he interrupted. "Do you know anything else about why Cerberus is here."

"Why the hell would I know anything about this," Shepard demanded.

"You worked for them, they brought you back from the dead, gave you a ship, resources, everything-"

"Cerberus and I worked towards a mutual goal: to take down the Collectors, nothing more, nothing less," she interjected with anger laced in her voice.

"And I have no idea what they're doing here," she finished.

"Commander Shepard's been heavily monitored since returning to Earth," James cut in, "and neither have talked to each other. No way they could."

That seemed to put Kaiden at ease, but Shepard couldn't help but think that he still wasn't convinced. Why did she care? She was Commander Jane Shepard. The opinion of other matter as much as a grain of sand. The sound of the atmosphere filling the space prompted them all to remove their helmets, but she noticed the Arbiter remained still, watching the whole discussion with a look of concern and understanding. Shepard turned to face Kaiden.

"Take your anger out on Cerberus," she hissed, "I'm done explaining myself to you. If you won't believe me, fine, but that's your loss."

The lift ascended, and everyone seemed uncomfortable being in there. Once the platform became part of the room, everyone seemed quick to exit, eager to get back to the mission. Shepard led them, followed closely by the Arbiter, then Kaiden and James.

"We're done talking about this," Shepard warned, "clear?"

"Clear, I was just-"

A suddenly muffled noise spiked everyone's alertness and everyone took cover behind a Mako parted nearby. Shepard saw the Arbiter disappear into nothingness. She really wished she could see him so that he didn't do anything too rash. She could hear what sounded like muffled voices and banging around. It was followed by a few shots. She guessed that wherever it was coming from it was from the shafts above. She then heard a few more banging sounds, followed be something clattering to the floor. Leaning her body over to see past the edge of the Mako, she spotted a very familiar face, one of her closest friends: Liara T'Soni. The Asari quickly activated her biotics and ensnared two Cerberus assault troopers trying to kill her. They elevated before Liaa drew her sidearm and shot them. Once they landed on the ground, she wasted no time in silencing them with two more shots each to the head. As soon there was silence, Shepard exited cover, folding her rifle and placing it on her back. Kaiden, too, did the same. James still had his weapon, and she could tell he was tense still.

"She's a friendly, lieutenant," she explained.

The Arbiter also decloaked, for which Shepard was grateful. Liara didn't need to be surprised by a massive alien coming out of nowhere. It was then Liara turned to spot them, her eyes brightening at the sight of Shepard, her eyes widening slightly at the Arbiter, but nothing else showed.

"Liara," Shepard said.

"Shepard, thank the Goddess. I was worried," Liara replied.

"I can take care of myself just fine. I just wish I didn't have to abandon Earth," Shepard said bitterly.

"I heard the reports," the Asari confessed

"It was horrible. So much death and destruction," Kaiden added.

"Kaiden, I'm so sorry."

Kaiden nodded, still looking glum and down.

Shepard watched Liara's eyes drawn to the Arbiter. It was clear that her scientist side was now kicking in, but now was not a good time.

"I was sent here by Admiral Hackett," Shepard elaborated, "he told me that you found something in the Prothean archives to help us win against the Reapers."

"Yes," Liara agreed, "I have been going through the archives, but I didn't come here first. My investigation led me here."

"So why here? What's here?"

"A way to defeat the Reapers," Liara said.

For the first time since being released from captivity, Shepard breathed a sigh of relief. An answer to an unanswerable question, and just at the right time.

"What does she speak of," the Arbiter cut in questioningly.

Shepard turned to the Arbiter. There was confusion on his face, and that, in turn, caused her to pause. For a moment, Shepard just stared at him, then realized something. He was either confused about the Protheans or he couldn't understand Liara, and if she had to guess, it was both, though likely more so the latter than the former.

"I speak of a weapon that can help us to defeat the Reapers," Liara responded.

Shepard turned her head from Liara to the Arbiter, and that officially confirmed that the Arbiter did not understand, even if Liara did understand the Arbiter. She paused, realizing that it never occurred to her that he understood and spoke english with no trouble. She threw that thought into a "think about it later" spot and reoriented herself back to the discussion.

"Uh, Liara," Shepard explained. "He can't understand you. He has no Omni-tool to translate."

"Sorry. Then perhaps we can talk later," Liara said, "in any case, what we need is contained within the archives. Assuming Cerberus hasn't locked down the area, then we can still retrieve it."

Though Liara was quick to move onto the mission, it was still crystal-clear to Shepard that Liara was just as fascinated in the Arbiter as herself, though from from a more scientifically and culturally standpoint.

"Why does Cerberus want it too," James asked.

"Cerberus has taken an interest in anything regarding the Reapers as of late," Liara detailed.

Shepard's mind instantly clicked together the pieces together. She cursed herself for not thinking it it earlier.

"Anything that can destroy the Reapers is of interest to Cerberus," she answered without hesitation.

"Any interest they take in the device," the Arbiter chimed in, "is for their own purpose. They cannot be allowed to have it."

"They can take it over my dead body," Shepard responded.

"There's no weapon, only blueprints to a device," Liara cut in,

"Whether there's a blueprint or a weapon," Shepard deadpanned, "I'm not letting Cerberus taking it."

Further banter was stopped when the sound of a metal torch working its way through one of the doors. The Arbiter was the first to equip his weapon, and pointing them at an unseen Cerberus squad. Shepard followed suit, followed by James and and Kaiden. She did not know how much firepower and manpower that Cerberus was packing, but they couldn't be caught here.

"James, I need you to get back to the shuttle," she called out.

It was then that Cerberus troopers entered the room and began taking shots. Everyone took cover, even the Arbiter, who struggled to fully protect himself from oncoming enemy fire. The sound of something shattering and malfunctioning caused Shepard to pause. She prayed to whatever deity that existed, if any, that the elevator controls weren't just destroyed, but she turned her head and saw that luck was not on her side.

"I didn't want to go back anyway," James shouted.

"We must keep pressing forward," the Arbiter growled. "We can worry about transportation later."

Shepard had to agree begrudgingly. There were ten troopers on the balcony, but they were spreading out to try and flank the group. Shepard cursed. She felt fire flare against her shields and she tried to move away from the edges. The Arbiter, too, had to readjust himself to stay as hidden as possible. The slight brushing of their armor and the noise that followed caused them both to look at each other.

For some reason that the commander couldn't explain, she seemed to be able to communicate with the Arbiter silently. Those orange eyes told her what he was going to do. She simply nodded. He nodded too, then moved from cover and charged at blinding speeds.

"Provide cover fire for the Arbiter," Shepard relayed to the others.

"On it," Kaiden said.

**00000000000000000000**

Thel had heard the sounds of Cerberus targets long before the others did, and he had drawn his weapons, pointing them at the only place that they could come in. As they all retreated to avoid damage, he knew that their best chance was for him to act as a distraction, drawing the majority of enemy fire away from the team so they could take down the troopers. He would have relayed that information, but when their eyes met, he didn't need to speak. She just understood and acknowledged. After doing a single nod, he let his training kick in.

His running speed was fast, so much that it was difficult for them to be able to keep up, but Thel felt his shields absorb the projectile's kinetic energy. He unleashed his own torrent of fire, downing two in a blaze of blue plasma. Rolling to cover, he took out a plasma grenade and primed it. Holding it for three seconds, he then exited cover and stuck a trooper while running by him. Before the human could figure out what was happening, he was already dead in a blue explosion. Up ahead, three troopers were put to rest by the combine shots of Shepard, her squad, and that strange alien that resembled a human female so closely. His plasma rifle came down to hit one of the Cerberus troopers, shields, collapsing from the force of the melee attack. The Sangheili then plunged an energy dagger into the human's chest.

A blue caught Thel off guard. The troopers were lifted into the air, rendering them unable to act. They were then shot down, their dead bodies remained afloat before clattering to the balcony ground. The one remaining had his rifle out, but he did not fire. He held it loosely in the Arbiter's direction, obviously not sure what to do. With his other squad member's down, the man began to flee, but the above-average human was no match for the war-hardened Sangheili, who caught him and grabbed him by the neck. He tightened his grip as the now feeble human gripped his throat, attempting to pry the fingers holding him in place, The Arbiter then threw the human aside, his head slamming into the wall rather hard, making him comatose.

His head shifted to meet his allies.

"The way is clear," he announced, his voice filling the now enemy-less room.

They wasted no time in climbing up to his location. Shepard gave him a thumbs-up, a signal that Thel knew as one of approval, and he took this as a sign that if he had not gained the commander's trust, then he had at least proven his worth in battle, but that part was the uncomplicated part. In a war of survival, trust was one ket aspect of true unity, and Thel knew from experience that trust worked wonders.

**Short chapter, but I want to get a feel for my own story. As I have stated before, this story is going to be of my design. That means events that happen will not go according to the game. I will base the story loosely on planet locations critical to the story, of course, but nothing more.**
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Chapter 7: Subtle Tensions

**Mars, Sol System**

** Mission to Prothean Archives**

** March 7 2186**

** 1241 Hours**

Thel 'Vadam raised his plasma rifle, and quickly shot down yet another Cerberus trooper in his way. These Cerberus humans were tenacious, but very foolish. They never really seemed to adapt to new enemies and relied more on the same tactics, making them utterly predictable, thus making the battles against them less and less of a challenge. The Arbiter then began to mix up his combat moves by relieving his dead foes of some of their grenades due to him having only two grenade types with him from the _Forward Unto Dawn_. These grenades had proven to do essentially the same thing as UNSC grenades, and that meant they were quite useful indeed. Thel had always been flexible when it came to weapons or using the enemy's own arsenal or equipment against them. In a way, it was what allowed him a bit more of an advantage in combat.

Thel was quick to shift his body so that the bullet-like projectiles whizzed passed him. He then pulled out a fragmentation grenade he had appropriated from a dead Cerberus trooper, primed, it, waited for three seconds, then tossed, leaving no time for the clustered Cerberus troopers to take cover. The explosion triggered an explosion that sent bits of fragments and shrapnel in all directions. Anyone within proximity was immediately crippled. The Arbiter was quick to fire several rounds into the chest of a downed Cerberus trooper. The man ceased to move when the shot connected. Thel continued to fire his plasma rifle, but he always kept watch over the energy remaining within the battery. He still had about fifty-three percent of his main plasma rifle, and he was being extra conservative. Every shot had to count right now, because although he was more than capable of fighting with other weapons, he was most comfortable with his own weapons.

The sound of a cease-fire told him to lower his weapons and observe the room for any additional enemies to kill. Finding none, his head turned to see Commander Shepard already ahead, doing a clean sweep of the area.

The Arbiter had immediately recognised the human as a extremely skilled marksman, being able to take extremely accurate shots with a sniper rifle from all distances with little to no difficulty. She fought like a calculated and cold predator, deadly, blunt, and did not bother to dawdle. He respected that in a warrior. Thel himself was not one to dance around exaggerated and pretty wording to appease someone. She also noticed that her stance was always alert, ready, and unwavering, much like the Master Chief. She displayed total dedication towards fighting, and what's more, she displayed loyalty and conviction to her species. She was that type of person that would always deliver a promise that she kept. Thel had no doubt that she was more than capable of impressing others, but he still wanted to see more. What he was seeing so far was good, but he needed more physical proof so he could be absolutely certain that his loyalties were not misplaced. His trust would never be easily earned.

His mind quickly returned to the battle as more Cerberus troopers poured in. They would never learn it would seem.
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Commander Jane Shepard fired again at her enemies, taking down yet another head to add to her already enormous kill count. These Cerberus troops were numerous, but they were not particularly skilled or trained in any way. They acted like ordinary soldiers except with misplaced loyalties. In a way, she pitied these humans for having chosen this path, but like it or not, they were her enemies. and if she had the chance, she might let them redeem themselves, but she doubted that they would afford her the same luxury that she would give. She buried her pity for them in the dust. They deserved neither pity nor forgiveness.

She primed a grenade and threw it into a group of three Cerberus troopers, but before they could take cover, Shepard popped from cover to take a quick shot with her sniper rifle. The shot hit the grenade, triggering a premature explosion. The troopers were knocked off their feet and Shepard held her sniper rifle in her right arm, drawing her sidearm and putting a few bullets into their skulls before ducking back into cover just as her shields drained to a quarter strength, causing her suit to flash a quick warning before quickly recharging. She then made a mad dash for the door opposite. Shepard wasn't stupid enough to believe that there weren't more troopers here. If she had to make a wild guess, there probably were troopers on the other side of the door, and that is why when the door open to reveal three Cerberus troopers on the other side with weapons trained at her, she was not surprised. Rather, she carried an unimpressed expression.

Before any of them could react to her presence, the commander's biotics flared to life and she made battle cry and slammed her fist on the ground, delivering a shockwave that completely threw her enemies all around her. They weren't dead, at least not yet, but Shepard was quick to find them all and either shoot them or in the case of the last one, deliver a biotic punch that broke through his armor in addition to throwing him into another wall, most definitely dead at this point. After that, there was no noise.

Shepard turned back to see the Arbiter and Liara enter first, their weapons trained, and though it was not obvious, they were glancing at each other, the Arbiter in a more curious way and Liara in a more inquisitive way. Shepard didn't pay much mind to it, though. She certainly didn't expect the Arbiter to know anything about Asari, although it was strange he knew about humans. She didn't really know anything about his story, not that he seemed like the kind of person to talk much about himself. Liara, on the other hand, she knew the doctor for years and she was the person she trusted the most alongside Kaiden. Liara's interest in alien culture and the Protheans always made her want to search for the answers to the galaxy. She wanted to know the history as far back as she could manage. To find yet another species unknown to the galaxy was surely making her interested and excited. Interestingly, both of them seemed fine in each other's company. Perhaps they could become good friends.

Kaiden and James entered next, their faces hardened with alertness and caution. Once everyone had their share of checking for more hostiles, they lowered their weapons, but still kept an eye and ear for trouble. Shepard began to take in the room she was in. An Alliance soldier was dead, shot in the back of the head. The man probably didn't have a chance to even arm himself before being shot. Another was lying on the ground, a submachine gun on the ground with a clip next to it. This one was probably reloading and got caught at the wrong time. Another was sitting against the wall, blood splattered. A pistol lay at his feet. From the look of the shattered visor, he had been shot clean through the head. It wasn't a pretty site. These kinds of deaths never were.

A flashing terminal caught her attention, Shepard turned to look at it, but Liara beat her to the punch, and Shepard was a bit relieved. Her and computers had not always been the most friendly together. As Liara settled, Shepard leaned against the wall, watching the entire room, not really sure what to do now. She was not happy one bit. There wasn't anything to be happy about. Ever since her reinstatement, she had been fighting enemies left and right, clinging desperately to hope for a solution to the Reapers. She was angry, no she was beyond angry. She was furious, If she had the wrath of a deity, she might wreak havoc upon the Reapers. She would kill them a thousand times and let them rot a thousand more times in hell. It was a fitting end to a race that had taken hundreds of billions of lives over their rather lengthy lifespan.

A slight clanking of metal caused her head to shift to the Arbiter, who stared back at her, his hilt of his energy blade in his hand. She took another look at his armor. The armor was crafted with a very artistic mind, and yet it functioned as a fully functional battle suit as well. Shepard couldn't say that she had ever seen both able to share the same space. She would be the first to admit that battle armor wasn't meant to turn heads or awe anyone. It was suppose to protect its wearer and serve as a second skin, a tactical advantage. The Arbiter could easily attract a lot of attention with the armor alone along with being a rather unusual and unique new race. Now that she got a closer look, she couldn't help but think about how his armor closely resembled that of an arena warrior, the kind of armor one would watch in a extranet video or movie. If she could get ahold of whomever made the Arbiter's armor, Shepard might ask for her own badass armor of beauty and art. She laughed internally at the thought. It was crazy, but so was she.

The sound of Liara's voice prompted Shepard to resume her attention, her hand reaching to move the bangs of her hair out of the way of her vision. The Arbiter, too, turned to watch, but he still couldn't understand what the Asari said.

"I can't view the video feeds," Liara reported. "Someone's been hacking into the mainframe and tampering with the cameras."

"Is there anything else you can access," Shepard asked. "Transmission attempts? Data logs? Scientific data? Anything?"

"I'm getting all kinds of info," Liara assessed, "but I can't really find out who did this."

"There is a traitor somewhere here," the Arbiter assessed, "and that one right there appears to be a key suspect."

That comment got Shepard to stand straight from her leaning position to question the Arbiter. He nodded his head over to a monitor viewing what appeared to be a somewhat recent video feed. There wasn't much to see, the video being heavily distorted and no audio playing, but a human woman could be seen, with two pony tails.

"Who's that," Kaiden asked.

"That's Dr. Eva Core," Liara answered.

"What makes you so certain that she's suspicious," Shepard inquired skeptically to her newest squad member.

"Her movements, her wariness, her behavior," the Arbiter pointed to the screen, "all of them indications of the actions of a traitor."

Shepard could detect a hint of venomous detest and ire. What could the Arbiter possibly have against this person? Maybe she was looking about this the wrong way. She didn't really have time to question any more.

"We got to move now," Shepard said dismissively.

That only got a low growl from the Arbiter, which drew everyone's attention. Shepard eyed him, but he brushed past her without, only sparing a glance of disapproval before exiting the small area and moving to the the red door that stood still locked and disabled. He stood there, seemingly staring through the door as if he could see their target, and Shepard might actually think that he could do such a thing,

"We need to get through this do-" Liara began.

She forgot her words as an extremely loud banging sound could be heard. All hands went to their respective weapons as they swept the room for Cerberus assault troopers, but all they could see was the Arbiter, his hand extended out and touching the door. It took only a second for Shepard to figure out what he was doing. The massive alien pulled his fist back and slammed full-force into the door. its light blinking red and green. A dent could already be seen. Again, the Arbiter punched, his fist beginning to cave the door in. Then, with a final blow, the door opened a wide gap. He didn't even bother to wait for the others, simply using one hand to keep the door propped open enough for him to skip through, his form crunching to avoid hitting his head on the roof of the door frame. As soon as he was out of sight, the door close again, the red lock still somehow operational, but it could easily be opened.

"Never mind," Liara said in a shaky voice.

Shepard was less scared and more concerned. She didn't know what she had done to prompt the Arbiter to act this way. She hadn't said anything to offend him, at least she didn't think so, and she hadn't done anything offensive, at least she thought so. If the alien were anyone she knew, she would scold him and probably demand that he stay with them, but she couldn't bring herself to do so. Instead, Shepard merely placed her helmet back on her head and motioned for the others to follow her.
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Perhaps doing this was not the wisest course of action. She had not said or done anything offend him, and even if she did, Thel would brush it off and not think too much of it. His patience and willingness to heed others was what made him able to trust better than most Sangheili. However, when Shepard had dismissed his claim about that suspicious human woman in that video, he felt angered. He did not like being pushed away, and most certainly did not like it when people denied truths that were obviously apparent. If she would not see the truth, then he would make her see it.

While he was in an unpleasant mood, he still was alert, keeping his eyes open. As soon as he had open the first door, he activated his active camouflage and ran to the other side of the room. His sword ready to activate on a whim. The next set of doors were green, immediately opening to his presence. To his annoyance, yet another set of doors stood, this one unlocked. It dawned on him that he was likely walking in an airlock and that perhaps it would be a good time for him to secure the pressure in his armor. With a pause, the Arbiter called upon his suit computers to begin diagnostics of his suit, Once his armor was reported to be completely sealed, he proceeded quickly.

The rushing atmosphere outside was followed by blinding sand. This would be somewhat difficult to navigate in, but Thel had been in strong storms that brought loose debris with it. Tucking his head at an angle enough to provide maximum cover from being blinded while still being able to see in front of him, he advanced, his plasma rifle at the ready in his right hand, his energy sword in his left deactivated.

The sound of gunshots and fire alerted him immediately, and his plasma rifle began to take not of a nearby moving object, and from that object came the sound and the sight of a battle taking place. He couldn't make certain who it was fighting, but the only thing he could surmise was that some Alliance soldiers still were alive and trying to resist against Cerberus. Perhaps not all the military and civilian personnel had been extinguished. The gunfire soon became distant and soon out of hearing range at his current location.

Like nothing had caused him pause, Thel pushed forward. his footsteps making somewhat loud noises, but the storm would dampen any sound he made from movement as long as he did not attempt to be purposefully loud. He could not really afford to die now, nor did he care to die, not here, not now.

Carefully, he made his way across several pipes. The Arbiter was careful to make sure that his weight would not cause his makeshift platform to collapse, and once he reached the other side, he was sure to check to make sure that Shepard and her squad would be able to cross as well.

Shepard. That women was...something that he could not classify. Her little demonstration of her combat capabilities left him mutely impressed. He had seen many thing in battle, having fought humans for most of his military career. They were not a warrior's race by nature, but yet they could easily be moulded into warriors in a relatively small span of time. Shepard, he could tell, had been a warrior far longer than many others. Her stance while in close quarters was much like that of other humans, but while she was not quite as strong physically, she made up for it in terms of speed. He did notice that for a human who appeared average on the outside, she moved faster, seemed to process her surroundings faster, and now that he thought of it, she was stronger than her stature would suggest, although he did not think that she was quite at the level of a Spartan. For one, the Spartans were super-human, and Shepard didn't appear to be that augmented. Thel, however, had reason to believe that something about her seemed too good to be a standard human.

Thel had no doubt that she was a human of many secrets and hidden truths. He was one himself, and while he did not feel shame speaking of his past actions or deeds, he still did not care to speak much of it, mostly because it mattered little or not at all at this point and time. If anyone asked him if he could undo any of it, he would say yes in the way that he wished that he had realized the blind loyalty of the Sangheili and that the loss of so much life was a blow to all species involved in the war. On the other hand, he would say no because it forced the Sangheili to rethink their purpose, what it is that they fought for, and why. The Sangheili traditions were now challenged as all they had ever known was a lie.

Thel crossed the last platform, noticing his own reflection on a shiny surface. The Arbiter was a title, not his true identity, but yet, he himself was beginning to wonder if all these sudden changes over the course of a few months had done so much damage to himself physically and mentally. He wondered for a brief moment why he still clung to the ways of the Covenant Empire. This armor was a representation of what he once was, and he still wore it as a symbol of respect and authority. If he was on Sanghelios again, he would likely be rid of this armor and don another. As long as he wore this armor, he would forever be reminded of the mistakes and atrocities he had made, and in the end, perhaps that was a fate that he was content to deal with. It would always be a means to make sure that he and his brethren would never be lured into the path they once took.

With his home planet Sanghelios and the Human Shepard still on his mind, he continued on, struggling to get any sense. Once he noticed a drop to the lower floor, his eyes inspected the vicinity for hostiles. It was then that he eyed what appeared to be another airlock, this one agape, which was inexplicable at first, meaning that someone else had passed through.

He dropped down from the level, his feet hitting the metal with loud bang, he was quick to get to the airlock. He waited for a moment, then the sensors moved to his presence, he began to feel strained. The hallway provided little maneuvering room for him should anyone ambush him here, but he could easily overpower any human that dare to physically test him. His eyes began adjusting to the dark and he could see now. His armor was also detecting no atmosphere in the room, no doubt released into the outside from the open door, there was no justification for the lights to have gone dark.

_Perhaps this was an act of sabotage, _Thel weighed in his mind. _and that human women is the only perpetrator. _

His vision turned over the empty room. All but a few bodies were here. From the tables, it looked to be a cafeteria or a place of sustenance serving and consumption, but no food was around here. Taking a moment to scrutinize the bodies, he craned his mandibles into a frown, then decided to search for another way in or out. There was nothing else here.

The sound of a raising door did not cause his body to go on alert because he was cloaked and completely undetectable in the dark. If it was friendlies, then he would be fine. If it was Cerberus, then he would be still find, and them dead. Seeing that a few windows had raised up to find a glass window, he found Cerberus troopers talking. They seemed in a hurry.

"The squads aren't reporting," one said.

"An Alliance force is still present," another commented.

"They can't be allowed to get to the core," the third retorted. "Do whatever it takes to stop them. Throw your own bodies against them if you have to."

Deciding that a rude interruption was in order, Thel smashed the window real casual-like, and all Cerberus trooper raised their weapons and fired blindly into the dark. They stopped firing once they realized they were wasting shots, but they still remained posted. Thel took the moment to slip into the room, still not seen. Quick to maneuver behind one. Thel grabbed the human and snapped his neck, employing only a bit of strength. He then lifted one off the ground by the neck. Another aimed his gun. only to hesitate slightly as he watched his squad mate being lifted by an unseen enemy. The Arbiter let out a roar, then activated his energy dagger on his wrist and impaled the man through the abdomen. Tossing the body into the still-alive trooper, he moved in for the kill. The trooper scrambled to get his assault rifle, but the Arbiter kicked it aside. Giving the human a look of fear, he brought a foot down hard onto the man's chest. A sickening crunch of bones being destroyed left little to imagination. His head turned to watch a final Cerberus trooper get out from cover, but before he could raise his weapon to fire back, a round came from where he had entered, making a clean hole through. It was no surprise to find out who did it.

"Why did you run off like that," Shepard demanded. "We're a squad."

"You have no jurisdiction over my actions, Shepard," the Arbiter warned. "and I would suggest that you remember that."

"What makes you special, Arbiter," Shepard threw back, "we're all in the same shit."

"Now deciding to bite instead of bark," Thel growled back. "You humans finally decided to grow a spine too late when your world burns."

"Which is why we need everyone to unite, not fight," Shepard declared. "and that little stunt didn't help matter."

"This coming from a human who knows nothing about galactic genocide," the Sangheili deadpanned.

"What, and you do," she said, drawing closer.

"I know more than you would ever know."

"Then all the better. We could use your help!"

"You take my word so easily? You truly are gullible and idealistic."

"What the hell did I do to you!?"

Their argument had somehow closed the physical distance between them, with only a foot of distance between their helmets, their eyes glaring at each other. She was a small human. She stood almost two human feet below his height, and she dared to have the courage to stand up to him.

He suddenly found himself and Shepard distanced by a blue body. The human-like alien got in between them, obviously trying to scold him and Shepard, and while Shepard seemed to heed her words, they meant nothing to the Arbiter because he could understand her tongue period, and even if he could understand, he doubted that he would listen. She appeared young for her species. Another daring soul. Thel was angry at neither Liara nor Shepard. That little display of anger was a means to see how the human commander would react. It was a split-second decision, and he could have easily apologized for his rash action, but he was not feeling apologetic in the least. Shepard had given him a response that remained adequately disciplined. The Arbiter could see that Shepard seemed to be not scornful, another good sign. Anger amongst squad members spelled doom.
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Liara and Shepard turned to a few blinking monitors that still had power. Liara began to tap a few commands, Shepard watched from the sidelines. Kaiden had joined them. James, meanwhile, felt content to point his rifle, itching to pull the trigger against the next Cerberus soul that dared to enter the room. The Arbiter, meanwhile stood nearby, remaining stoic and critical. Shepard forced herself to breathe normally so as not to give any indication that she was as bothered as her mind was.

The Arbiter was acting strange, being all argumentative and prodding her. She attributed it to alien differences. It seemed that he took a lot of time assessing those he worked with, like he could not trust them or like deciding if they were worth anything. Shepard, in any normal case, would ignore the attempt to rile her up, but now, she couldn't explain it but her pride suddenly stood up defend herself. Maybe it was the stress of everything that had gone down was trying to find ways to vent. She was human after all.

The sound of air filling the voids where it wasn't before told her that could take her helmet off. She did so, taking in the air. Kaiden did the same as she did, giving her a look of concern, then glancing to the Arbiter, who had turned his head to look off into space. She shook her head. It wasn't as bad as it looked. She would find a way to work it out. Yes, she was mad, but she couldn't find it in herself to stay that way. That didn't mean the Arbiter got off scot-free. She would talk with him later.

"System's are up," Liara conveyed. "trams are ready and labs are as well. We can get to the archives now."

Shepard's eyes turned another screen with a frozen video on in. Curious, she fiddled with the pad and commanded it to play.

"_We've experienced a temporary lockdown, don't know what's going on, and communications are being jammed Don't know who or what is doing it."_

Just then, the same doctor that Liara mentioned entered the vid.

"_Doctor, I'll get you your report in a min-"_

The sight of a drawn pistol came too late to the officer as he was shot. The camera became blurred and the doctor could be seen doing something. She then keyed into the ventilation systems and began to deprive the Alliance personnel of oxygen, allowing them to slowly die out.

"I did warn you, commander," Thel cut in.

She didn't say anything. She had no response, but Liara did.

"This is all my fault," Liara mourned, "I should've seen this. I knew there was something off about her."

"Liara," Shepard began, "We have bigger problems than Cerberus. The Reapers need to be dealt with."

"But what if there is no way? What if we're searching for something that doesn't exist? What if we can't save everyone?"

Shepard gritted her teeth. She knew this mood that Liara was in now. The Asari always blamed herself for something that she could have potentially stopped. It was the nature of her friend to do so. She was selfless by nature, and saving lives as well as Prothean archives and cultural study were all equally as important to each other. Shepard ever wondered if Liara would ever find someone that could help her realize that she should also worry about herself as well. Shepard thought that Liara deserved someone to lean on for a change. For now, she would have to act as that person.

"We're all so focused, Liara, but we can't be beating ourselves over things we couldn't control. What's done is done. What we can do is move on."

Shepard watched Liara, hunched over the controls. Then she turned to look into her eyes. Blue met green as they looked at each other.

"Yes. you are right. I am sorry. I just wish I could do more. Sometimes, it's too much, and it's nothing compared to what you have to deal with."

"I deal with it knowing that failing now is failing the galaxy. Letting everything we have done in the entirety of all of our races be for nothing."

With her confidence renewed, Shepard watched Liara tap some controls and unlock the next door. That thought forced her eyes to turn to the Arbiter, who still stood in the same place as before, watching both her and Liara. When she turned to look at him, he moved, seemingly wanting to avoid her gaze. His behavior was so odd and Shepard wanted to know why. This enigma of an alien seemed to be so easy to read when she looked into those orange eyes. Now all she could see was his armored back, his neck craned down, thinking about something, or maybe reminiscing, or something else.

_I get the weirdest company and most interesting company, _Shepard contemplated.
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Chapter 8: The Race to the Crucible

**Mars, Sol System**

** Mission to Prothean Archives**

** March 7 2186**

** 1303 Hours**

**Commander Shepard P.O.V**

They had just recently cleared out more of the Cerberus troopers, but rather than continuing down yet another hall of enemies, they were now dealing with something a little more complicated: an automated gun emplacement. The tram station was getting closer, but not close enough, and they needed to get to the Prothean archives fast. Commander Jane Shepard ducked to narrowly evade a hail of automatic fire. That turret could easily burn through her shields if she wasn't cautious about this. They needed to either bypass it or take it out, and no one in the room had the kind of firepower to take out the gun. They had no heavy weapons of any kind. So she then began going over the possible ways to get by it, and then she noticed the Arbiter looking like he had already formed a plan.

"What are you doing," she called out to him.

He said nothing, he moved little, and his eyes were dead set on the turret. Then, he was gone in a flash. It happened so fast that Shepard had to take a few seconds to find where he was. It still was amazing to watch the Arbiter move that fast. At his size she would think he was not that fast. He was like a blur as he crossed to the other end of the hallway in record time. The turret shift and tried to hit him, but he was far too quick for it to track his movements. Shepard motioned for the others to move ahead, and they did so, and they did so without having to dodge a hail of fire. As they made their way to the exit, a sound echoed through the room. It sounded like an electronic explosion, like some sort of tech had gone kaput. Shepard took cover and took a quick look at where the turret was situated, only to find that it no longer was there, at least not completely.

Parts were mangled and at least a barrel was missing. Electricity danced around the main parts, but it was clear that even if it was repaired on the outside, it was definitely fried on the inside as well. There was nothing left to salvage.

And there stood the Arbiter, waiting expectantly for them. There was no smug expression or anything else to suggest a sort of superiority. He simply watched them.

"Thanks," Shepard said.

"We need to make haste," he said, turning to the door with Cerberus troopers on the other side. He had moved to the door, standing right in front of it, but then he activated his cloak. Shepard knew what he was about to do, so she relaxed, but only slightly.

Shepard said nothing, but James seemed a bit vocal about the Arbiter.

"Guy's really uptight," James commented.

"It's not like we've got anything more important to focus on," Kaidan added. "Besides, we just met. I don't expect him to share all his secrets with us."

"You think he's the kind of guy to have big secrets," Shepard asked.

"I can't assume too much." Kaidan elaborates, "I know nothing about him, but something tells me that he's got a lot to tell."

Shepard nodded. The Arbiter indeed did seem like someone who knew secrets, the kind that could be actually changing. It really wasn't her business to know those secrets, nor was it her business to wonder about them, but she had always made an effort to get to know her crew, to know them as individuals, not as per squad. This, in turn, made her close friends with virtually all of the crew. People were more willing to share things about themselves with her as a result, and she never betrayed the trust of a friend. To do so would do more than lose a friend. She could never trust herself to make friends ever again.

She raised her sniper rifle at the door, despite the Arbiter partially blocking her line of fire. As soon as the door opened, she took the head off one. The Arbiter drew his sword and stabbed another through the chest. The other took a shot at the giant alien. From Shepard's point of view, she could see his shields flare before swung his arm to knock the weapon from the trooper's grasp. then making a clean slash across the face, the trooper making a slight screaming sound before being silenced by the lethal wound.

Shepard casually snuck by the Arbiter, her moves quiet and focused. The tram station was here. The controls to summoning the tram were here. Judging by the state of the room and the terminal statuses, they planned to come in this way, but not exit this way. And with the some Alliance members still fighting here, them included, there was no doubt that they would be willing to risk any potential enemies reaching the core. Shepard furrowed her brow as she looked over the terminals and video logs frozen. Liara then came into the picture and began tapping away at the controls.

While Shepard waited for Liara to give her a status, she could sense that Kaidan was practically behind her. She turned to face him, and she could tell that he wanted to talk to her about something, and Shepard didn't need three guesses to know what it was that he wanted to talk about, and she didn't know why now of all times he wanted to talk to her. Doing the only thing she knew how, she gave him her best neutral expression and shook her head. His face faltered for a moment or two before reluctantly confirming her command. Shepard wasn't in the mood to be explaining anything to Kaiden. She thought that had been clear, but Kaidan was tenacious if nothing else.

She turned to notice James holding his rifle loosely in front of him. It was clear that what was going on here was not sitting well with him.

Giving a barely audible sigh, Shepard turned to watch Liara working.

"We're locked out of the Archives," Liara said. "I can't access what they're doing. We'll never get a tram this way."

Shepard's fist tightened and she her teeth bared. This was taking too long, and the longer they took, the more chance that the Reapers had to destroy the galaxy.

"Maybe we can act like Cerberus troopers, use their coms to call for a tram," Kaidan suggested. "It's our best bet now."

"I agree," Shepard said hastily. "see if you can't find a transmitter on one of the troopers."

Kaidan began to walk off in search of a transmitter. Shepard watched him as he entered the next room, the door closing behind him with a soft whirl.

"James," she turned to the lieutenant, "Wait outside, and watch for reinforcements."

"Got it, Commander," he said, taking off to secure the tram station.

That just left her, the Arbiter, and Liara. Shepard had to guess that the Arbiter wouldn't take kindly to being ordered around. He was far more suitable as a leader. the kind that can inspire loyalty and trust and respect like herself, but something told her that the way he led and the way she led were entirely different. Shepard always made friends with her team so as to keep them together as more than friends. The Arbiter looked like someone who inspires followers to fight for a purpose and to fight for something greater than oneself. His speech was elegant, purposeful, and authoritative, but at the same time, she could sense a bit of understanding and reassurance. Everything that he had said had some sort of function, even if she couldn't always determine what it was.

The flickering of a screen drew everyone's attention. Although there was clearly no audio, the visuals were enough to figure out what was what. Dr. Eva Core was speaking to a Cerberus trooper. For some reason, that name struck her as odd as well. Something about that doctor was off besides what was already plain to see. If they ever saw her, she would have words with the good doctor.

"_Shepard," _Kaidan called over the comm. "_I think you might want to see this."_

"I'm on my way," Shepard keyed, then turned to the Arbiter and Liara, "I'll be back. If you need anything, you know what to do."

Shepard's mind still shouted hesitance at leaving the Arbiter unattended. She couldn't say that she trusted him, but at the same time, he had given no reason for concern. He was very calculated, calm, and controlled, things that were ideal in battle, but at the same time, those same qualities screamed something suspicious, like he wanted to keep something secret from them all. He probably did have secrets, and Shepard knew better than to go poking around where she wasn't wanted, but after so much time making friends with the people she fought with, she knew the secrets and faults of everyone under her leadership, and perhaps that was why she wanted to know what it was the Arbiter had to tell. For now, it was too early, but maybe she would renew her efforts to discover his story.

As she turned to go after Kaidan, she gave a final look of concern at the Arbiter, and he looked back, shifting his mandibles into a sort of growl, making it clear he didn't care to be treated like a child.

**00000000000000000000**

**Arbiter P.O.V**

Thel 'Vadam gave Shepard a face to respond to her look of weariness. She didn't trust him fully yet. That was to be expected, but if she thought he couldn't even remain grounded for even the briefest of times, then he didn't know what to tell her. All he could do was give her an intense face to indicate his stance. She held his look for a second, then turned to leave. He had heard the communication. The human, Major Kaidan, had wanted to discuss something with her.

It was strange, those two humans. It was clear to him that they held some sort of bond. Perhaps they were mates, but he could not be sure. It was clear they cared deeply for one another, but where he could see deep caring, he could also see a deep divide. Clearly, something had happened in the past to separate them now. If he had to guess, perhaps a certain event of some sort had occurred between them to question their commitment and trust in one another. Thel understood that. If anything, he was an absolute expert in doubt to a person or a cause. The Sangheili did not know if a pair's bond worked similarly to that of a commitment to a cause, but he saw enough. Their conversation in the elevator, Shepard's angered tone, Kaidan's uncertainties, it was all an open book to him. It was not his calling to know about love or mates. Thel only knew what he witnessed.

Standing at his full height, he watched with mild interest at the strange blue human-like alien. What was the species called? He wished he knew, for he did not know what to call her. Well, he did know her name. It was Liara, as Shepard had said in an earlier conversation. From what he had seen, both she and Shepard were very close friends. They shared a lot of things in common. Both spoke with a calming sort of tone. Both were focused and determined individuals, and both seemed to understand the necessity of certain unsavory actions. If it were not for the difference of species, Thel might mistake them for the same person. One of the primary things that set them apart was obvious: their physical appearance not just as two individual races, but also what they wore, what kind of stance they took in battle, the things that any warrior could determine. The Sangheili, while seeing that the alien was no stranger to battle, it was not necessarily her most defining point. Shepard was clearly the more adept in combat.

Shepard and Liara both had that strange power that could lift up the human Cerberus troopers with no difficulty. Thel could say he had never seen powers like their own. He had once read that in the time of the Forerunners, such powers existed, but neither the Covenant nor the humans could do such things, and that was just about the only thing concerning him at this point. How would he learn to fight these power? So far, none of these Cerberus troopers possessed those power, but the commander did? Was it only a select few that had these powers? Could they be obtained by natural or artificial means? The Arbiter questioned these things because it affected him. He needed to know how to combat them, and he needed to know about what kind of species could be expected to wield these powers.

Now that he thought of it, he needed to know a lot about this galaxy. So many new things, a situation that he delved into without much thought, a galaxy he had dared to explore without any information as to how to operate as a single Sangheili. Normally, Thel would take this as a challenge. Sangheili were strong, intelligent, and resilient people, travelling the galaxy in their earlier days, ready to become a part of the galaxy, willing to make peace with other species, and ready to fight whenever it was demanded. Thel could recall his younger years, always wanting to become part of the fight, not just because of honor and duty but also he personally desired it. Being a warrior was not merely what he did. It was who he was, and Thel could never truly be anything else. No other Sangheili would have it any other way.

But that was another time, a rash and headstrong soldier, but now he had responsibility and promises to keep, and it was ill-advised of himself to rush headlong into this war with the Reapers without so any sort of plan. In retrospect, at the time, the humans were more concerned about being passive, and that sort of behavior was extremely nauseating. Thel was simply trying to induce some well-needed courage. Forerunners knew that they needed it.

_Perhaps after this mission is over, I might begin to educate myself about this galaxy, _the Arbiter mused to himself, "_I may even find something to assist my journey back_

The sound of the door opening again revealed Shepard and Kaidan. In one hand, she held a small device. In the other, she held something else he could not see. Her face swarmed with many emotions, as did her subordinate. There had obviously been a rather tense or uneasy conversation or disagreement.

Shepard turned to him.

"I have something for you, Arbiter," she said.

Curious, Thel waited expectantly for her. She quickly stowed away the small device in her left hand and held out her right hand. Whatever it was, he did not see what she was doing, and she could tell his confusion quickly.

"This is going to help you understand alien languages," she said, "It's an omni-tool. Do you know what that is?"

"No," Thel said simply.

"It's an all-purpose tool meant for healer, hacking, language translation, everything a soldier would need in the field," she explained.

"A tool then," the Arbiter concluded.

"Yes," she answered. "now hold out your arm."

Thel moved his mandibles into a growl, but held out his arm, not sure what to think. Shepard reached out and begin to shift her hands around an invisible object. Thel could briefly feel a very infinitesimal weight on his arm. He barely noticed it because then Shepard secured the Omni-tool onto his left arm. For a moment, she checked his arm, the stepped back, giving him a satisfactory look.

Thel raised his arm and found a yellow-orange glow on his arm. Curious, he pressed a few buttons, and the device responded to his command. He could see some data displayed, as well as some other minor statuses. He could also see the tool working to connect to other technological devices. Using this tool was like using a Forerunner machine. He somehow knew what button to press, and Shepard, at first, was going to tell him what to do, but when she saw him working the tool, she just waited. Thel then pressed a button and from the weapon came an extended blade. Thel look at it curiously, instantly knowing what it was. He took a few experimental slashes with the weapon before folding it away, then deactivating the Omni-tool.

"My thanks to you," he spoke.

"It's my pleasure to help," she said genuinely, and the Sangheili knew she meant it.

The first sign that something was different was when he could suddenly understand the alien.

"The archives are locked down, but Cerberus doesn't plan to stay long," the blue alien reported.

"Then we'd better get moving," Shepard said, brushing past Kaidan, keying into the small device.

"This is Gamma team. All hostiles terminated, requesting immediate extraction."

_"Acknowledged. We're on our way with two teams to secure the station."_

"Might want to get in position to flank em," James commented.

"Already on it," the commander said, "They'll figure something is out of whack soon."

Everyone took cover behind crates covering their sides. Thel, meanwhile activated his cloak and moved to wait nearby where the tram car would stop.

He could hear the sound of something approaching. Despite being cloaked, he kept his movements minimal and blended with some of the darker colors of the environment to maximise his active camouflage. His hands held no weapons, but his hands were apt enough. He could also see what the Omni-blade could do at close range. He also did have an energy dagger on his right arm. Now he could dual-wield without having to carry his energy swords.

The massive door to the tram opened and Cerberus troopers poured out. They immediately open-fired on Shepard and her team, but were predictably oblivious to the cloaked Sangheili. As they began to spread out, Thel took to the nearest one, grabbing his head and casually twisting, killing the human instantly. The others were too focused on their obvious enemy to even pay attention to anything else surrounding them. A energy dagger found itself impaled into a helmet. Thel turned to see a Cerberus trooper take a sniper rifle round and fall to his knees, critically injured. Activating his Omni-blade, he aimed the blade for the abdomen. The blade tore through the armor and cut into the human's body. The impact of projectiles against his shields felt familiar as a few troopers began to take notice of a strange unseen enemy killing them. His active camouflage dissipated and the Arbiter took off in a full run, making him difficult to fire at. Two troopers held metal shields. Thel knew them as "riot shields" as UNSC marines designated them. They were meant to protect against fire, and could be used somewhat in physical combat, but due to their large nature, they were difficult to use quickly to defend. He gave a experimental punch into one, causing his opponent to stagger, exposing his head enough for Shepard to shoot with her sniper rifle. To his right, three fell at the combined firepower of the other three squad members. Two remained, one whose armor was slightly more bulkier than the others and seemed to be a leader. Thel drew his plasma rifle and fired, causing shields to respond, these ones actually more resilient than the others before, but Thel persisted, the blue bolts tearing the shields down till only armor remained. The Sangheili help the trigger as the bots melted through the armor and through flesh and bones.

The sound of a sniper rifle informed him that the other target was hit, but still trying to resist. Raising a rifle, the trooper began to fire, but Thel grabbed the barrel of the gun, took the gun, then used the butt of the rifle to slam the trooper to the ground before firing his plasma rifle.

Liara was still not really sure what to think about Shepard's new charge.
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**Liara P.O.V.**

As a two-hundred year-old plus Asari, Liara T'Soni had seen a lot in her lifespan. Even though she was still young by Asari standards, she could safely say that she had seen her fair share of the galaxy. Her interest in archaeology and the past had allowed her to understand alien culture and alien behaviors in ways people could not understand, and that gave her the advantage of knowing how to interact with other alien species more than most. It was her passion to learn about the past partly because everything that was known was was attributed to the aliens called Protheans.

They were the reason that they were here now. They may not have created the mass relays, but they had harnessed its abilities to the best of their abilities and their technology was by far the most advanced to date due to their extremely lengthy war with the Reapers, yet with all the things she had uncovered she had not come even close to understanding them completely, and she never would, not unless she could actually have the experience of a real live Prothean.

Now, as she watched this new alien, she had grown instantly fascinated. The first thing she noticed was the armor he wore. Liara was no artist by any means, but this armor was crafted in a most dignified way. It's design not only suggested authority and respect, but also the mark of a very skilled warrior, but despite being somewhat archaic in a sort of beautiful way, it acted as a fully-operational combat armor. She had seen personal shielding at work during his demonstrations of his combat prowess. The motion he exhibited was fluid, constant, and without restraint, also showing experience over much time. The sounds of his roars showed dominance and fearlessness, and he did not show hesitance towards once. Even as the final one was down, he made sure to put the human down for good. If Liara didn't know better, she might think that he had a personal vendetta against humans, or maybe a specific human.

She was making assumptions based on things she didn't know. She didn't even know his name, nor his species, nor anything about him at all. If she was being completely honest with herself, she wanted to know more. Seeing only one of him had led her to believe that perhaps he was yet a new species to be introduced to the galaxy, but seeing everything she had so far, she couldn't assume too much. Shepard and he had words, and the commander had called him an Arbiter, which meant he was a leader among his species. It made sense, given his armor, how he conducted himself, and his armor and skill in combat, but just how important was he to his people? All these questions were in mind, and had they had more time, she would ask about it, but she had a feeling that something about him was unusual, like he kept deep things hidden where no one wanted them to be found. Ever.

She put that thought into mind as well. If she was to get to know this one better, she would have to tread carefully. From the limited reactions, he seemed as the humans said, "human enough" to have at least a simple conversation.

As they all entered the tram, everyone was quick to secure their helmets, or in Liara's case, her breathing mask. The tram worked at the touch of Shepard's hands. They moved slowly at first, then more rapidly. Kaiden and James had their weapons aimed at the other side of the tracks. they spotted nothing from the other side, but they couldn't have possibly been alone here. Another team was likely to come around soon.

"Get down," the Arbiter said, getting in front of everyone.

A hail of gunfire could be seen and the alien's shielding flaring. Just when Liara thought that his shielding was about to collapse under that much fire, she saw a giant colored shield flare up in front of him. She watched as all attempts to break through this shield met with failure. Bullets and projectiles of all kinds did no damage to it, at least not that Liara could see. After about ten seconds, the Arbiter deactivated the shield and ducked down as much as he could.

As both trams reached each other, they came to a screeching halt. Kaiden threw a biotic barrier around himself to stop two troopers from damaging his armor. James took pot shots, making every shot count. Shepard had drawn her submachine gun and fired controlled bursts of incendiary rounds. The Arbiter, remained in cover for a second and then pulled out a grenade, priming it, but didn't throw it immediately. For a moment, Liara tensed, but after a four-second wait, he threw it. The Asari knew what he was doing, but she always threw her grenades with plenty of time left. Nevertheless, the grenade took down the Cerberus trooper's shields, which allowed her to take shots at their heads. They went down quickly.

As Shepard went to access the controls, the terminal indicated that the tram was damaged and not going to move unless it some repairs were made to its rails.

"Tram's down," Shepard called out. "Move to the other one."

"Are we almost to our destination," the Arbiter asked.

"Liara," Shepard questioned.

"Yes," she replied. "the Prothean archives are at the next stop, literally."

They all jumped to the next tram, reloading and checking their weapons. All of them were really eager to get the data and get out, and it was understandable. The longer they delayed, the less time they had to stop Cerberus from doing potentially irreversible damage to not only Humanity but possibly the galaxy. The tram moved too slowly for everyone as Kaidan had taken to fidgeting with his rifle. James looked around everywhere. Shepard clenched her SMG very tightly. The Arbiter stared ahead, like he could already see the enemy. Liara just held her pistol and tried to remaine focused.

As expected, Cerberus troopers began to fire on them as soon as they entered the station, but everyone returned their welcomes back. Now there was more resistance, and a few troopers carrying more equipment to fight with. A riot shield or two coupled with stronger armored and shielded enemies, but nothing too severe. They were all a distraction. Liara and Shepard threw pulls, causing three troopers to rise unable to do anything. Shepard took down one, incinerating his armor while Liara took down the other. A slight thudding noise caused everyone to look down at the grenade at their feet. Everyone was quick to jump out of the tram to avoid the detonation. The grenade exploded harmlessly.

With four remaining, they were in the clear at this point. The combine fire of James and Kaidan forced one out of cover, and into the waiting target line of Shepard. Another tried to flank them, only to be cut down by the Arbiter's weapon. The final two could see the bleakness of their situation, and tried to retreat, but their running speed wasn't enough as one was taken down by Shepard's sniper rifle. The Arbiter closed the distance between the remaining one, using his Omni-Blade to pierce through armor and the human inside.

Everyone lowered their weapons as only one thing stood in the way: a single unlocked door.

"This is it," Liara said.
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Chapter 9: To Destroy or to Control

**Mars, Sol System**

** Mission to Prothean Archives**

** March 7, 2186**

** 1341 Hours**

**Shepard P.O.V**

Commander Jane Shepard leaned against the door to the archives, her submachine gun at the ready. Kaidan and Liara were prepared to breach the room while the Arbiter and James were checking their sixes, making sure that no one could ambush them. They had come too far and had wasted too much time to fail now. They couldn't fail now.

Giving a nod to Kaiden, the door opened to his presence, and Shepard and Liara pointed their guns in the now open area. Seeing that there were no hostiles at present, she lowered her weapons slightly but still kept her enhanced senses on high alert. It wasn't really surprising that there wasn't anyone else in here, at least not visible. This was the source of much of Humanity's advances into technology, the same that would allow them to reach the Citadel Council races, the same that was used by all intelligent life in the galaxy, the same technology that threatened the life of all galaxy now.

The Protheans weren't the first to fight the Reapers. They simply fought for the one of longest times if not the longest. Shepard didn't want to get her hopes up too high, but hope was all that was they were all depending upon, well, except maybe the Arbiter, but they all needed to pray that the Protheans had a solution, for the sake of all life in the galaxy.

Shepard was well aware of the Prothean archives, but she never had personally visited the archives before. Very few Humans could say that, and yet, it was the source of the most important discovery since the splitting of atom or something like that. Shepard couldn't really say that she was any science whizz, although she wished that she was. It would make conversations with Mordin more interesting, not that they weren't interesting already. She could understand some stuff, but that advanced stuff just wasn't exactly her cup of tea. She was more at home doing things with her hands rather than in a textbook, not that she could pull an Einstein now and then to completely throw everyone off.

"What is this," the Arbiter asked.

"The Prothean Archives," Shepard answered. "This is where Humanity made the greatest discovery in history. From this archive, we were able to travel into space and make contact with the races of the Citadel Council."

The Arbiter continued to stare at the large object that stood behind the glass. He seemed to be extremely interested in it for some odd reason. Shepard had to assume that he didn't know anything about the Protheans, because if he did, then he wouldn't be so intent on looking at it. In fact, he seemed to be beyond interested in it. It was like he was staring at it in order to decipher information from it. The Arbiter did have a way of looking at people and objects like he could see through them and discover things that were buried deeply.

She shook her head, realizing that they needed to get back on task.

They all advanced, weapons trained loosely at their sides. The Arbiter, however, kept his weapon fully extended and out in the open. His eyes were narrowed, In his other hand, his energy sword was activated and humming, ready to do major damage.

"Stay here," she called to James and Kaidan, "and guard the entrance."

They nodded their approval before both stood by the door, assault rifles at the ready.

Shepard looked at Liara on her right side, who nodded her head, and then to her left side where the Arbiter stood. He merely glanced at her and nodded his head in the direction of the Prothean artifact.

As soon as they reached the consol, Liara removed her breathing mask and began to type some commands. The Arbiter seemed intent on watching Liara work. Shepard took off her helmet, welcoming the open atmosphere more than her confined helmet space. While both Liara and the Arbiter were occupied by the Prothean artifact, Shepard began going through the rest of what needed to be done.

There was the Citadel Council to talk to, and no doubt they had many questions, and hesitancies. They always did. The first few times, it was understandable, but now if they continued to be like that, then she would have to force the issue. Politicians couldn't really be bothered to do anything unless it was forced on them.

Further thoughts were interrupted when the sound of the Arbiter's armor followed by his energy weapon being raised and his energy sword held at his side as well as Liara's drawing of her sidearm forced Shepard to turn around. The fact that Liara and the Arbiter didn't fire was an indication of someone they couldn't attack directly. Shepard turned, her sidearm held in one hand.

"Shepard," a voice said.

That voice was not what she wanted to hear now. It was a voice of deceit, mystery, and confidence, claiming to be the protectors and the guardians of Humanity, a blatant lie and more.

"Illusive Man," she spat. She didn't bother to hide her contempt. "I see you're still just as dedicated to the well-being of Humanity by ordering your lap dogs to kill the Alliance personnel."

"What we do here is for the good of Humanity," he began, "The Alliance has wasted thirty years and has done nothing with these artifacts."

"Enough games," Shepard said, "What do you want here?"

A paused followed. Shepard spared a glance at Liara, who looked really agitated and determined. She then saw the Arbiter, who looked about ready to tear the arms of off the Illusive Man, if he could. His orange eyes were burning with pure hatred and ire and his mandibles were pulled into what Shepard would think was a growl or something predatorial.

"Control, Shepard," the Illusive Man answered, "the artifacts can tell us how to control the Reapers. If Humanity could control the Reapers, we could dominate and evolve beyond all imagination."

"This is the dream of a delusional, paranoid, xenophobic human who clearly understands nothing about genocidal alien races, nor the power that they possess."

Shepard registered the Arbiter's voice, a voice mired with contempt, albeit very subtle, The Illusive Man, too, took notice of him as well.

For a seemingly long time, it was a staring contest, or rather a glaring contest, or maybe both, Shepard guessed, as she couldn't really tell either way. Both seemed to be testing each other for who was clearly the more resolute and more right in their ways. Both soundly ignored any and all sounds around them, focused on each other. They could also be doing far more. Shepard wondered who would win out. Both refused to back down. The seemingly long time was only seconds, and the Illusive Man spoke again.

"And who are you exactly," the Illusive Man inquired.

This seemed to only fuel the Arbiter further.

"The one who is going to see the Reapers destroyed and see you dead," he answered in a deadly tone.

His voice was no doubt filled with malicious intent and a promise.

"You always did find interesting company Shepard," the Illusive Man prodded, "individuals that would fight to destroy things that can be controlled. Too idealistic just like you."

"Not idealistic," the Arbiter deadpanned, "but realistic, something you mind refuses to accept."

A very audible growl was emitted from the alien's mandibles. Shepard decided to refocus on the task

"You can't control the Reapers," Shepard said, "No one can control them. You'll just fall victim to them, become their slaves."

"You fail to understand the bigger picture, Shepard," the Illusive Man said simply. "The Reapers are the step to advancing further. Your destruction of the Collectors base severely hampered our abilities to study how to counter and harness the Reapers,"

"I don't control abominations," Shepard growled. "I don't harness abominations. I destroy abominations. They were responsible for destroying lives."

"And that is where we differ," he continued.

"How can you even justify this," Shepard pressed. "Earth, the Human homeworld is under attack and all you care about is learning how to become better."

"Enough of this," the Arbiter interrupted. "This scourge will not heed your warning. His threat will be laid to rest when he is dead."

Shepard gritted her teeth. Yes, that did seem like a really good idea. No, it didn't seem like a good idea. It was the only idea worth pursuing when dealing with the Illusive Man. Clearly, he couldn't see it.

"We'll see if you two can back that promise up," the man said, with no trace of humor

"We're done here," Shepard concluded. "Liara."

Liara nodded and began to work at the console, but the Arbiter didn't join her. He simply continued to try and burn a hole through the holo-image of the Illusive Man.

"You've been warned Shepard," he said. "Don't get in the way."

"Acknowledged," Shepard challenged. "but don't think this is over, not by a long shot."

"Shepard," Liara shouted.

"What," the commander snapped.

"The data, I can't find it. It's not here," she reported quickly.

"Explain," Shepard spoke irritably.

"The data's being deleted," Liara said frantically.

Shepard shifted her eyes to where James and Kaidan were now not guarding the door and scanning the room, their rifles aimed around. They must have heard what was going on.

"Can you stop it," Shepard asked.

"No, someone's blocking me. The data's being downloaded locally," the Asari reported.
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**Arbiter P.O.V**

The Arbiter heard Liara's last bit and that was all he needed to hear. Whoever was downloading the data was likely in this room somewhere, and he would find them, and he would tear them to shreds. Anyone working for that filth called the Illusive Man was not worthy of mercy.

His eyes turned towards the human Major, who was scanning the room along with the Lieutenant.

"You, Stop!"

Thel turned his head to see Kaidan pointing his gun towards an unseen person hidden in a small alcove of a room lining the many circular platforms lining the massive Prothean artifacts, as Shepard and Liara and the Illusive Man had called them. He would have to ask more about these Protheans later. Something about those artifacts struck a familiar chord with him.

"Away from the console," the Major shouted. "Now!"

Thel could make out the sound of a well-placed hit hitting its mark, followed by the Major being flung a few meters back flat on his back. He then saw a human woman making a run for it. After a second of watching, the Arbiter could instantly guess who it was in one shot. Wasting no time, he took off in pursuit of the Cerberus agent. He paid no mind to Shepard and the squad. The agent was the more pressing concern.

For an average-looking human, she ran unusually quickly, but not that quick. Thel found himself closing the gap in mere seconds. She saw him closing in and tried to slow his speed by tossing an incineration grenade at him. Instead of dodging to the side. He simply continued forward, his shields barely taking damage from the now-open flames. Craning his neck slightly to keep his field of vision clear, he pressed forward and closed what little distance there was left. When within a meter, the human responded by trying to shoot him, but like he had done with so many humans, he smacked the weapon from her hands gingerly. She responded with a rapid punch intended for his abdomen. The Arbiter merely parried with his forearm before grabbing the human by her throat and lifting her high in the air.

The instantly his hand came into contact, Thel knew something was not as it seemed. He did not feel the texture or feature of skin or leather as her outfit seemed to suggest, but the cold and unmistakable feel of metal. As he clued this together, he was forced to move his other arm to defend against some poorly-attempted strikes despite her clear disadvantage. There was more strength in this woman's strikes than what her physical form seemed to suggest that she was capable of, which only served to incite extra suspicions.

Deciding to do an experiment to confirm what he believed to be the truth, he threw her weight around, not noticing any unusual amount of weight before slamming her into the wall. There was no cry of pain, not a sound, but the sound of metal on metal was not lost on him. He knew the noise all too well.

This was no human at all. This was an artificial intelligence. That would explain the atypical strength and speed and agility that did not seem possible. He could not recall ever seeing an artificial intelligence with a body. All constructs in the Covenant and UNSC were always electronic. They may take physical appearances, but were never truly palpable.

The machine once again tried to release itself from his grasp, but the Arbiter slammed harder into the wall, then activated his Omni-tool's blade before implanting it into the abdomen of the human-looking artificial intelligence. The artificial intelligence continued to remain defiant until it succumbed to the critical damage sustained and slumped offline. The Arbiter lowered his arm, and in that moment, Shepard and Liara came sprinting in, looking a little worse for wear in terms of energy, well everyone except for the commander, looking only faintly winded from running.

"Don't tell me you killed her," Shepard said, taking lightly audible breaths.

The Arbiter turned his head to look down the hallway that he had sprinted through. He forgot that normal humans could not keep up with him. Only Spartans had comparable or superior speed. The chase must have gone a bit farther than he anticipated, but no matter.

"This is not a living organism," Thel said, "This is an artificial intelligence."

"An A.I," Shepard raised her eyebrow in wonder.

To make his point, the Sangheili slammed the limp body against the wall. The banging sound made it clear to those who were not aware.

"Okay," Shepard began, "We have the data. Now we need to-"

The sound of radio static and a familiar voice stopped all conversation.

"_Commander, ** **** spooted Reapers coming into orbit. You'd better hurry your ass up here now."_

Thel slung the body over his shoulder, his body adjusting to the extra weight.

"Negative," the commander replied. "We're cut off from the shuttle."

"_Forget *** shuttle. Just *** ** to these coordinates. We **** have **** time."_

"Understood," she said, turning to the squad. "Reapers are here. We're probably going to have to deal with ground forces."

"Those guys are really starting to be a major pain in my ass," James commented.

"We can find a better time to curse at them," Kaidan interrupted.

"We must keep moving," the Arbiter said, pointing. towards a ladder.

Nodding her head, Shepard took point, descending up, followed by Kaidan, then Liara, and then James. With careful movements, Thel made his way up the ladder quickly, not trusting it for a moment. It could snap with his weight combined with the dead weight he was carrying. but fortunately it did not. As he climbed out, the sound of gunfire, brought his energy sword to bear.

The Reapers had already made a foothold on the surface. The husks, as Shepard had called them, were already scattering their path. The others had already fired and taken down ten of them. Thel would join them, but they were running out of time to get out off of Mars. they needed to leave before they were obliterated from orbit by one of the Reapers ships.

Thel darted to the commander in cover, using her sniper rifle to take clean and precise head shots.

"These ground forces are stalling. We could be vaporised from orbit if we do not hurry," he advised.

"Yes, I guessed as much, but they're blocking our root," she responded. then fired again. "We're getting to the landing pad with that mob in our way."

Thel cursed in Sangheili. They would never clear the husks out at this speed. He needed to make short work of them before the Reapers cruisers made short work of all of them. As if on cue, the mechanical hum of a Reaper ship could be heard, and Thel saw them approaching the base.

The landing pad was about a quarter kilometer or so away, but there were at least seven or so husk groups of five or more blocking their path. They were not particularly difficult opponents. but Shepard was correct in her assessment. They could not charge in.

"I will create a diversion," the Arbiter spoke, "Get to the landing pad."

With that, he handed Shepard the body of the artificial intelligence and activated his active camouflage, readying his weapons.

**00000000000000000000**

**Shepard P.O.V**

Shepard saw the fallen AI's body at her feet before seeing the Arbiter disappear in a flash. She really didn't like it when he did this, rushing off without really giving her enough time to say whether his plan would get himself, herself, or her squad killed, but she had to trust that he would keep them all alive. So far, he hadn't let her down yet, and that was a good sign.

Realizing that she was low on sniper rifle ammo, she switched to her sub-machine gun. She fired a burst at the nearest charging husk, aiming to her left quickly to shoot another. The shots themselves did most of the damage while the incendiary part did the rest, cooking the undead things. James came next to her.

"Um, where's mister solo killer," James shouted over the fire.

"Hell if I know, lieutenant," Shepard. "Said something about creating a diversion.

As if on cue, the sound of a unique weapon caught both of their attention. The Arbiter was now firing the same weapon that he had given the commander. She still had it on her person, even if the weapon was still recharging. It gave her a feeling of power and confidence. Watching the Arbiter firing, she kept her weapon aimed. waiting for the right moment. The Arbiter stopped firing, but the weapon was now glowing a brilliant green. Then he fired a giant ball of energy.

_A supercharged shot, _she concluded. _I got to make sure to remember to figure that out_

"Kaidan," she called out, "take this thing. I'm going to help out the Arbiter."

Predictably, the massive alien had caught the attention of the majority of the husks. Their fire was concentrated on him. Shepard didn't know how long his shields could hold against that much fire, but his speed was proving to be an extremely important factor in his continued survival. The husks, now with their attention away from Shepard and the rest of the squad, they all opened-fired, taking down eight with concentrated fire. Shepard stepped out of cover, charging forward and activating her Omni-blade to slash at one. She then turned to punch another square in the head, followed by a impale.

Three husks charged at her. She held her left hand out, biotics flaring, and her fist connected to the platform, the energy from the slam causing the husks to fly off the deck and into a descent. The sight of her shields bar draining led her to the source: two more firing at her. Weaving to her right, she blindly aimed her sub-machine gun and pulled the trigger. The shots connect with one, taking it down, and the other moved to another firing position. Priming her remaining grenade, she tossed it in the general direction of the hidden shooter, not bothering to look back as the area flared up.

Up ahead, the Arbiter was contending with husks and shooters. In front of him was that same large shield that was capable of defending against all means of fire. Deciding to try and draw some of the fire away from him, she fired bursts not meant to kill. It attracted the attention of six, but many still remained focused on the Arbiter. Two husks came at her. Activating her dual Omni-blades, she shifted her body to the side to dodge a swipe. She then ducked under another strike, moving her blades into an x-shape and quickly spinning around, downing the two. Her blade swung around to intercept a husk before its hand could reach her. A quick kick sent it careening into a nearby crate. She then turned around to quickly draw her sidearm and fire at another husk. her biotics came to life again, her fist impacting and penetrating the body of a husk, its limbs falling limp instantly. The remaining charging one's was crushed under her boot.

Shepard had been shortening the span between herself and the Arbiter. could see the bodies of the victims of his diversion. Two husks were approaching from behind him. Pushing her legs to their limit, her blades came up. She dived, holding her blades so that they impaled with the heads of the husks before they could connect to the Arbiter. The husks, still connected to the orange blades, collapsed to the ground, not moving.

The silence that succeeded the sounds of weapons fire told Shepard that they had all been dealt with. To make matters better, the sound of the _Normandy's _engines gave her a sigh of satisfaction.

Looking behind her. she saw Liara, Kaiden, and James follow up. Kaiden carried the body with a little bit of difficulty. He wasn't use to carrying the weight for long distances.

Her concentration was stopped when the sound of a Reaper ship roar. Her mind clicked was to come next.

"GET DOWN!"

One of the Reapers fired its crimson energy beam straight towards them.

The Arbiter was a blur of movement as he moved in front of her, activating his giant shield. She was quick to duck and take cover, as did the others, but the Arbiter was launched a few meters back from the force of the beam. His form slammed against the wall of the facility. He fell to all four, staying there, then slowly getting up to his knees.

"Arbiter," she called, running towards him, and kneeling in front of him.

"I am fine," he said.

It was then that she saw something that gave her a spike of alert: a purple liquid fell to the ground. It was his blood! she surmised.

"How bad," Shepard demanded.

"Very minimal," the Arbiter claimed, grunting low.

"We'll see about that," Shepard said, activating her com. "Joker, we got a wounded. Get down here."

The _Normandy _did a swing-by again before coming to a stop on the landing platform.

The Arbiter was quick to get to his feet. His strides were find at a glance, but Shepard could detect a slight stagger, not much, but it was there.

Everyone was quick to board the _Normandy_, eager to leave. The Reapers were coming in full force here.

Shepard hoped to God that whateve intel that they had was worth it.

**Short chapter, I know, but REVIEW, because they'rethe reason I continue to write chapters for this story. You know the drill. Give me the ups and downs.**

**The conversation with the Illusive Man was really tricky for me. I had to do what I thought was right, but I don't know if you guys think I did anything wrong, or if the depiction was off, you can comment about it. Also, concerning the hard light shield that I gave the Arbiter, I think that fifteen seconds is being real generous, so yeah.**

**Hope you guys all enjoyed reading. Keep it up , and remember, a small pebble can trigger a landslide. Peace out!**
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Chapter 10: Injuries and Large Space Stations

**En Route to Citadel**
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** Mission to rally Council**

**Shepard P.O.V**

"Come on," Shepard implored. "We just need to use some medi-gel."

"I would prefer that you not," The Arbiter said once again.

"Why" Shepard demanded a little too harshly.

"My injuries are minor at worst and need not be attended to," he said irritably, "I am far more resilient to damage than you know."

Jane Shepard wanted to believe that, but she also wanted to believe there was more to it than that. She knew when people were lying through their teeth or withholding certain details, and the Arbiter was no exception, even if his teeth were lined in mandibles and not jaws. Shepard had tended to many wounds before, everything ranging from minor cuts and bruises and bleeds to some potentially lethal and life-threatening injuries and blows. She was no doctor by any means, but after learning so much from hands-on experience and some from Doctor Karin Chakwas, she was more than capable of keeping injured soldiers of all kinds alive long enough to get them to a true doctor who could heal them. Shepard missed the good doctor greatly. She was full of wisdom. Maybe if she was here, she could talk some sense into the Arbiter.

So here was Commander Shepard, still in-armor, still in the shuttle bay, arguing away with her newest squad member, and probably her most stubborn one to date, even more so than any other member.

"Look, just take some medi-gel," Shepard continued, "what can it hurt?"

"A lot of things," he retorted.

Shepard's face shifted into another glare, and the Arbiter met her gaze with his eyes. There was a tense moment before the Arbiter spoke, but he did not remove his eyes from hers.

"Forgive me, but understand that I have been some rather profound changes in my lifetime. I am not use to accepting medical help nor have I ever wanted it. It is a matter of personal honor and pride. All Sangheili that are warriors are filled with pride and confidence."

Shepard perked her head up. Although it was not her intended goal, she had just unwittingly heard a lot about the Arbiter, enough for her to piece together more about him, or at least enough to explain some of his behaviors. She was glad that she had caught his species, Sangheili. The name seemed to mean something significant. She had to know now.

"Does your species name translate to something," Shepard inquired.

For a moment, the Arbiter regarded her question without any sort of response, but Shepard guessed that he was probably determining whether he wanted to answer the question. The question might have also thrown him off guard, due to the abruptness and not having to do with their quarrel about his injuries. Finally, after a considerable pause, he chose to answer.

"No it does not," he began, "at least not in our language. It was a name for our species, but you humans would call us "Elites" due to our prowess in battle, but a few human minds decided to use a language called Latin to give us the name Macto Cognatus."

"And what does that mean," Shepard asked.

"The humans of our galaxy said it meant I glorify my kin," the Arbiter replied, "and it was met with universal approval from our warriors."

Shepard nodded in understanding. So the Arbiter was essentially like a Japanese ninja or samurai. She should have seen that one. It showed in his fighting style. Close-quarters fighting and hand-to-hand combat were the marks of an honor-bound warriors most of the time, although she noticed that he seemed to be unbiased when it came to using weapons. He certainly displayed the traits of a no-nonsense, disciplined, cool, and controlled leader. And if the Latin name was any indication, all warriors cared for each other probably as family and brothers rather than being simply comrades. She knew that feeling, what that was like. Her squad was family, even the more disagreeable characters.

"Well," Shepard said, "I may not be your leader, but you're part of my team now, and I make it my business to make sure that all of my square are at one-hundred percent."

"And I sincerely appreciate the kindness," the Arbiter commented, "but I am merely saying that perhaps your concern is best saved for someone who has greater need of it. My injuries may appear unpleasant, but I will recover. If I must, I can apply this medi-gel to the injuries, but I do not believe this to be a necessary course."

Shepard nodded her head in approval. While she wasn't convinced that his injuries weren't bad, she was impressed with the display of selflessness that he showed, although she had a feeling that mentality might be limited to combatants and warriors, but she couldn't judge him really based on that. Shepard didn't really know enough. She would keep watch over him. His injuries were her concern whether he cared for her attention or not, and although she hadn't said it, she had this sense that she could trust the Arbiter.

"Then let's talk about something else," Shepard said, "I know that some else is bothering you."

"Not literally," he answered, "but yes, I have many questions."

"Well, fire away," the commander spoke. "I'm not exactly an encyclopedia of knowledge, but I can tell you a lot."

"Those large artifacts, what are they?"

"Those are artifacts that once belonged to the Protheans, an ancient space-faring conquering race that ruled pretty much all of the galaxy for thousands of years. This was about fifty-thousand years ago."

"And what became of the Protheans," he asked.

"What's happening to use now: the Reapers. Every 50,00 years, the Reapers come to destroy all organic and synthetic life. They do it because they believe that conflict between species is inevitable and that the only way to stop this supposed future is to destroy all life."

The Arbiter lowered his head in thought, and Shepard still marvelled at how he still towered over her. Although most of the Normandy's ceilings were greater than the Arbiter's height, it was not by much. Standing at full height, the Arbiter probably would have very little space.

The silence was many things, but then a thought suddenly came to mind.

"You said that you faced galactic extinction before," she said, "back on Mars. What were you talking about?"

"Our galaxy was plagued by a parasitic organism known as the flood. Similarly to your Reapers, the Flood forcibly feed off of sentient life, transforming them into abominations. Their quest to consume all life in the galaxy has persisted even through dormancy."

"So you've dealt with this sort of thing before," Shepard asked, almost excitedly.

"Yes," he answered simply, "but the Sangheili were not alone. The humans were also our allies."

"What are they like, the humans where you come from," she said, crossing her arms, but still remaining attentive.

"The humans here and the humans there are similar in most ways." the Arbiter explained, "The same mentality, the same fight, just on a larger scale and with more useless allies. Humanity in our galaxy did not spend much time talking. They did more things in action. It garnered the respect and even admiration from many of the Sangheili. Here, all I see are afraid politicians that are still trying to hold on to their last vestiges of stability before being forced to look at the reality of the Reaper threat,"

"For the record," Shepard said, "I agree with you. Most people don't understand the Reapers like we do. They don't know because they're not always on the frontlines. I don't fault them for it. Politicians aren't meant to be fighting. They're meant to be leading their people into times of nonviolence and peace. Things that shake them like the Reapers are what scare them. It's frustrating to deal with, but that's why all the Citadel species have armies and navies."

The Arbiter responded with a grunt of approval. It was brief, but it showed a sign of applause, even if not in the best of ways, but Shepard prefered this to the lying and deceit that she often had to deal with.

It was beyond easy to find someone who pretended to understand or to approve or to sympathise when in reality they cared little for the person. Shepard didn't care for those people, but she couldn't really find it in herself to disavow them or to berate them. Some people simply believed in what they did, and she could respect that, even if she didn't agree personally. Call it misplaced righteousness or naivety, but given the chance, she would probably save everyone that she could, even if they were evil. Shepard considered herself the closest thing to a mortal angel as possible. Although she was a soldier and it was her duty to shoot and kill, fighting on the battlefield and fighting one-on-one were two different things.

These thoughts made her turn to the Illusive Man. She had let out an emotion that she shouldn't have, and the Arbiter didn't really help matters. It was one of the few times she got angry out in the field. She couldn't say that she liked the man one bit, but she couldn't say that she truly hated him. He was a misled man with misguided hatred and misguided beliefs. He was a xenophobic human.

Shepard shouldn't have been threatening him. She should have been asking for his help, because like it or not, he was just as much a victim of the Reapers as they all were. He simply thought that his actions could control the Reapers, but the Reapers were far too intelligent for any being to truly understand and control. Not even the Protheans fully understood the Reapers. The Illusive Man was mad with power, and Shepard, albeit begrudgingly, would do everything she could to convince the misled man to turn away from his path.

It was one thing to say that to herself, but most of her squad didn't share her sentimentality, and from the Arbiter's reaction, he didn't like the Illusive Man at all and wanted him dead, but Shepard knew that for the Arbiter, an unknown to this galaxy, to take an immediate hatred towards the Illusive Man, he had to have experienced someone or something else of that experience.

She had to ask.

"Back on Mars," Shepard began, "when you spoke to the Illusive Man, what was all that about?"

"It was a simple matter," he said calmly, "that human is clearly set on his ways. His obsession, his arrogance, his lust for power, it is all clear as the black space that surrounds us."

"So what," Shepard argued, "lots of people are greed and arrogant and obsessed. Doesn't mean they need to die."

"You do not understand, Shepard," he shook his head, "The Illusive Man is not concerned about humanity or concerned about anyone's well-being. His personal goals override all things. If allowed, he would cause damage that may not be irreversible. He is a threat to the innocent civilians across this galaxy. His kind do not negotiate. His kind do not see reason. They see only what they want to see, and that is why you should see him dead. It is not just for the safety of yourself, but for the galaxy."

"That's not true," Shepard rebutted, "he can change. Anyone can change."

"You naivety is noble and admirable," he said, "even if somewhat misplaced."

Shepard gave him a look of exasperation. This conversation was like a loop, never ending. She wouldn't change her ways of thinking, and he wouldn't change his ways of thinking, at least not at this time. She respected such, as everyone was entitled to what they wished to believe, even if she didn't share those those beliefs.

"I'm not giving up yet," she proclaimed. "I didn't get this far by killing everyone that didn't like me."

"Perhaps not, but it is clear he is the enemy. He will not change. It is evident, and you know this."

Shepard bit her lips. She didn't want to lose hope for him. For all of his abominable creations and ideals, he was still human. Making the Illusive Man her enemy wasn't the solution, but he wasn't giving her much choice in the matter. Maybe she should do something else.

"I need to contact Admiral Hackett," she said abruptly, turning to leave.

**00000000000000000000**

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

The Arbiter watched Shepard go, his eyes tracking her until she was out of sight. Once he was certain that she was out of eyesight, he began to assess his injuries. His armor reported nothing outstanding that would impede his ability to continue in combat, but he was injured enough to warrant some degree of concern. He had lost a bit of blood, but he didn't really want Shepard's help healing. He would heal quickly. The pain he was feeling now was minor in comparison to what he had experienced before. He quickly pushed that thought out of his head before he began to think too much on the past.

Deciding to look around the ship more, Thel took to walking down the halls, noticing every aspect of each room that he could make out. He was careful to make sure that he had ample space between his head and the ceiling. This ship was not built to accommodate his height, but this was a human vessel, so he would not expect it to be so. He was mindful of not disturbing any of the crew while at work. They stopped to notice him and feel awe, fear, curiosity, or admiration. That was for a moment before they would resume their duties. Judging from the reactions, Thel could easily notice that perhaps these humans had spent a considerable amount of time with other races, that or they trusted Shepard's judgement enough. Either way, it was satisfying that he was not the subject of prejudice.

It was then he found himself in a strange somewhat-oval-shaped room. At the very center of the room. there lie a star map, three-dimensional and all the nebulas, systems, clusters, and systems clearly labelled and easily accessible. As Thel stepped closer, he was somewhat surprised to see the exact same shape of what the humans liked to call the Milky Way Galaxy. Taking it at face value, he could see the same exact shape, but apart from general shape, nothing looked like the galaxy he was use to. None of the planets looked the same. None of the systems looked the same. None of the stars aligned the same way. Nothing was right to him. It was all jumbled and misleading to him. He would have to spend more time here studying the map. Thel always did make sure that as Supreme Commander, he had a thorough and detailed understanding of star maps. These were very critical to coordinating resources and fighting the enemy.

As he was quick to examine the star map, he turned to notice what appeard to be a human female working at one of the consoles. Her skin tone was slightly darker than that of the others, actually more so than the others working in the room. She tapped away at fast rate, completely focused on her work. As he regarded her, she turned around, and jumped back at the sight of him, the sight of him being very frightening.

"Calm down, human," Thel said, "Commander Shepard knows of me."

"Of that's I've no doubt," she said rather timidly, still clearly intimidated by him, "I'm sorry to have reacted that way. It's just that I've never seen your species before."

"No one in this galaxy has ever seen a Sangheili, and those who have are dead," he said bluntly.

"Right," she trailed off, "well, I'm Specialist Samantha Traynor at your service."

"Sangheili Arbiter Thel 'Vadam," he said, wondering why he saw fit to reveal his name now. It was not something that he desired to be secret, yet it did not feel right for it to be known now, but it was too late regardless.

"Arbiter," she repeated, "is that a rank of high regard in your society."

"It really depends on who you ask," Thel said, "I think nothing of it. I find no satisfaction in commanding legions from a ship or inside a fortress. I would prefer to be fighting with who I lead."

"I'm sure the commander and you will get along just fine," she commented, looking him up and down and them back to his armored head.

He merely grunted a sound of acknowledgement, not bothering to answer to the rather ridiculous statement before turning to finish his exploration of the bridge. He and Shepard has clear differences, and while they shared similar qualities as leaders and warriors, he strongly disagreed with her sense of right and wrong in the way that it interfered with the reality of what had to be done.

His journey led him to down a small hallway before finding himself at what he could easily distinguish as the main cockpit. From there he watched from his place as the single pilot sitting in the very center chair worked away at the holographic controls, occasionally shifting to look at some other reading or console. Thel remained silent as the pilot worked away.

Then a voice broke the silence.

"Jeff, there is an observer behind you," a somewhat unusual female voice spoke.

"Better not be Shepard," a male voice said, the tone sounding sarcastic.

"No, Shepard is currently conversing with Admiral Hackett."

"Kaidan," he said.

"Major Alenko is currently in the armory."

"Liara," he spoke again.

"It is the most recent addition to Shepard's ground squad."

"Lieutenant Vega," he guessed.

Thel growled softly. He was not sure if this pilot was purposefully avoiding referring to him or if he really was that oblivious to who was on the ship.

"Jeff it is-"

"I know who it is, EDI," he said before finally turning around.

The chair swivelled around, and the human displayed a bit of shock, but not really in the fearful sense.

"Shit man, and I thought that Krogans were big and scary, but you might just give them a run for their money," he stated.

"I do not know what a Krogan is," Thel replied.

"Shepard wasn't kidding when she said you weren't from this galaxy," he laughed, "but you might be fake being dumb about not knowing."

"Not likely, as you have never seen my species ever before," the Arbiter disputed.

"Just the same, cool to meet you. I'm called Joker. I'd shake your hand, but I'm really fit to be moving around."

Thel tilted his head. "Why is that?"

"Vrolik syndrome. Makes my bone prone to break more easily than everyone else, hence why I'm piloting the Normandy."

Thel nodded his head in understanding. He could admire anyone that would serve in the military despite possessing an ailment. They might have to work harder than the normal ones, but in a way, that made them stronger than many others they served with.

"I see," the Arbiter said, "and your moniker, Joker, where does that come from?"

"Prying right into my life, eh. Well, you're not from around, so I guess you get off. From my earlier days in Alliance pilot training. Nobody thought I could do anything because of my problem, and I proved them wrong, graduated top of my class. Never smiled much that in those days, but I earned where I am now. Now, I'm the Normandy's heart and spirit,"

"Technically, Jeff, I fill that role as you are the pilot of this vessel."

"And that's EDI, the ships artificial intelligence. Hope you don't mind," Joker added.

"Not at all. Artificial intelligences are quite common from where I am from,"

"Can't imagine what that's like."

The Arbiter, setting aside the small talk, could sense truth to those words of the pilot's story. He filed Joker away as someone he could trust, even if a sarcastic attitude came with the package, but maybe he could find something amusing in his humor and sarcasm. It was definitely different from all of the seriousness of the battlefield. He could see why Shepard might have him along.

"Might I ask where it is that we travel towards," the Arbiter inquired.

"The Citadel," Shepard said from behind.

They turned to see the commander, now out of her armor and dressed in a standard alliance outfit that most of the human crew wore.

"This Citadel," Thel began, "is the seat of all the races in the galaxy,"

"In a sense," Shepard explained, but all species retain their own separate governments. The Citadel Council acts as way for each species to coordinate their armies and navies and to make decisions that affect the galaxyas a whole. Stick around, the Citadel's quite a site."

"And that sight is coming up in three, two, one," Joker concluded, the slight shift telling Tehl that they were back in normal space.

Thel, for a moment could not see in front of him, but the the image came crystal-clear as the human saying went. It was a five-arm station each army connected to s central hub or center. It was a relatively simple design, although Halo had a more simple design.

"Impressive, right," Joker asked.

They responded as bluntly as he possibly could.

"No."

"No," Shepard inquired.

"This station is nothing compared to what I have seen before," the Arbiter stated.

"Can't wait to hear what's more exciting than this 50 kilometer beauty," Joker said.

"Perhaps a 10,000 kilometer station," Thel said plainly

The response that came forced him to stifle a laugh.

"10,000 KILOMETERS!?"

**And done for now. Sorry about the short chapter, but lots of stuff is going on now in life. As always, REVIEW! They're the reasons I keep this story going. Tell me the goods and the bads. Thanks to everyone whose supports this story.**

**If you have any story suggestions or ideas, leave me a PM.**

**Hope you enjoyed reading. Next chapter, the Arbiter takes a trip to the Citadel and explorers!**
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** 1457 Hours**

**Shepard P.O.V.**

Jane Shepard had been through a lot of slippery situations. She had, after all, recruited some of the most dangerous and skilled individuals in the galaxy from biotics to assassins to sharpshooters to soldiers to Justicars. She had taken down a Reaper, destroyed the Collector's base, taken on the Geth, Saren, the Batarians, anyone who crossed paths with her ended up being humbled, that or dead, though Shepard would never find any pleasure in killing. It had to be done. It was her duty as a soldier to shoot first and ask questions, but when that duty could be suspended if only momentarily, she tried to reason or talk.

Now, she was dealing with a serious security problem. It was not herself that was the problem, but rather her strange companion, the Arbiter. He was not a registered member of the Citadel Council races and it didn't help matters that his species was completely new, which only served to make more confusion amongst the C-Sec officers.

"Look, can't you make an exception," she asked Captain Bailey.

"Shepard, I can't just grant access to the Citadel to anyone not registered, and a new species much less."

"He's part of my squad," she explained. "I trust him, and I can vouch for him. He won't cause any trouble."

Shepard maybe said that a bit prematurely, but at this point, she figured that the Arbiter had proven himself enough in order to earn at least a bit of leniency, but she would keep tabs on him, but not to make sure he did things right, but how he reacted to the things around him.

From his look now, he was utterly unimpressed with the Citadel and everyone in it, at least for now. Their earlier conversation had still left her a bit shell-shocked. Never in her wildest dreams could she ever dream of a space station of over ten-thousand kilometers. How could such a station be built? It seemed certainly impossible, but then again, she was thinking in terms of Mass Effect technology. In this time and universe, to even consider thinking about a station of that size was beyond ludicrous. Had she not sensed and noticed his seriousness and bluntness, she might take him for a complete lunatic, but she had no reason to not believe him. He did come from another galaxy, a galaxy that held technologies that didn't know anything about. His species and the humans in his galaxy maybe had technology that outdid the council.

Even if she didn't know if his technology levels were that much better than their own, the commander could say that his physical stature and rather intimidating cold stare was doing its job pretty well. He said nothing, but it was clear that the C-Sec officers were all spooked out. Shepard never thought she'd see the day when a Turian was this taken aback. She wondered what Garrus would think about him.

"Just let him through," Shepard said, "I think I have a right to that much as a Council Spectre."

Bailey paused to weigh his options, and so far, he didn't have many, because he relented rather swiftly.

"Just be careful," he said warily.

"Do not fret, human," the Arbiter said annoyingly, "I have no reason to disrupt any going-ons on this Citadel. There probably is not much to see regardless."

Bailey didn't really know what to say, but he let them pass, watching them as they exited the ship airlock.

Shepard took a breath and let it out. The Citadel could sometimes be a sight to behold. Other times, it could be a place of great reminder, some good and bad, but right now, Shepard wasn't really in the mood for reminiscing, nor did she care to right now. They had more pressing matters to attend.

Her first order of business was to speak to the Citadel Council. She didn't want to take anyone with her. Politics could be a really boring matter to deal with, and even if she did put up with it, she couldn't really say that she liked it. She was a soldier, not a politician, but being a Spectre, she had to put up with a certain amount of this in order to remain in the good graces of the council as well as to represent humanity as a whole.

The second order of business was to take a look around the citadel and see if anyone else around she knew. She supposed that having a few chats couldn't hurt right now, but she didn't know who could be on the Citadel right now. Garrus was probably at Palavan helping his people. Thane was nowhere to be found, but Shepard thought that maybe she wasn't looking enough. Tali had returned to the Quarian Fleet, no doubt busy keeping her people safe. Miranda Lawson could be anywhere, but one thing was certain: she didn't work for Cerberus anymore. Jacob Taylor, too, had probably left Cerberus, but what he would do, she didn't know. Grunt was probably with his people, probably with Wrex, who was surprisingly busy these days. Jack, well, Shepard hadn't a clue where the tattooed-woman was, but she hoped the woman was at least doing somewhat okay given her rough life. Kasumi had been one of the first to disappear after the Collector's base, and had gone off to do what she did best: thieving. Mordin had continued on his journey to be the genius scientific mind that he was. Zaeed was back to his old business, at least the commander guessed; he could never really be anything else. Samara was gone to do whatever her code demanded. And Legion?

Oh how she missed them all, the strange band of people that she called family, oddly enough. Some family they all turned out to be, and now, she possibly had another to add.

Kaidan and James had broken off to do what they wanted and probably needed to do. Political talks weren't something they were interested in. Only she needed to do this. Then again, Liara might want a part in this too. She was the one that did the decoding of the data from the robot AI's memory. So far, it was a far-fetched idea, but one that might work.

She turned to the Arbiter to ask him something, but the massive alien was nowhere to be seen. Her panic mode began to kick in again. She may be giving more leeway to the Arbiter, but he was still new in this galaxy. Would he do anything wrong? Shepard couldn't say for certain.

**00000000000000000000**

**Arbiter P.O.V**

While Commander Shepard had been busying that human security officer, Thel had decided to wander for a time, get to know a bit more about the galaxy that he existed in. More than anything, he wished to know what other species lived within the Citadel Council government. He had some ideas of what to expect, most of them at least tolerable. If Shepard's interactions with Liara were any indication, then he could at least all the species coexisting peacefully.

"Halt," a voice broke his silence.

He stopped, looking down at the closest human. His eyes were also drawn to the blue fields of energy blocking his way. Were they energy doors, or were they a scanner?

"What is it that you desire, human," Thel asked.

"We haven't seen you species before," he said, "you've got no identity, and we can't let you on."

"Commander Shepard of the Systems Alliance is the one to speak to about the matter," the Arbiter said, leaving no more room for discussion.

"I say again, we can't let you on. If Commander Shepard speaks for you, then she'll need to speak to us."

"She is not my guardian," Thel chided, "and I am not her subordinate."

That seemed to get everyone on high alert. The Arbiter probably spoke a bit loudly for comfort, but he had no inclination to deal with this now, and he did not want to wait for Shepard. If he did, he would be suggested incapability, and he could not accept any sort of weakness, not even this. One way or another, he would find a way to get through just short of actually inflicting harm or killing. That would not work.

"It would me much more simpler if you would allow me entry," Thel pressed again.

"I can't," the human repeated, "I'm sorry, but ever since the attack on Earth-"

"Now we return to this again," Thel interrupted annoyingly, "using fear of the Reapers to justify denying me entry."

"It's out of my hands," the man said, "the council is getting extra paranoid about things."

"No," Thel rebutted, "you could easily let me pass, but you will not, and why? To retain you position? To follow the rules? Those rules will be nullified if the Reapers win the war. There will be nothing left for anyone. Think on that."

Thel knew that he had the man caught in a battle that was being easily won. Even if Thel was not one for political talks, he certainly could use words to bring out the things he needed most, and right now, it was satisfying that he still retained this ability. It would probably be used to great quantity for some time.

With a great sigh and some grumbling, the human finally relented, clearly not liking to be backed into the corner of reason and logic.

Thel's impatience was forgotten until he passed through the blue door. So it was a scan of some sort, but he proceeded without looking at anyone else.

The first thing that was apparent to Thel was the atmosphere, which was strangely too impressionable. The peace, the quiet, the calmness, it was all strange to Thel. Species of all sorts walked, spoke, and interacted with each other. This kind of peace, he would not know about it. Even the Earth at home, as beautiful as it was, even there, Thel could sense the struggling and strife of the UNSC as humanity made its final stand. Here, this was all too marvelous to be a reality. It was for these reasons that Thel could now see why these races might be so reluctant to realize the Reaper threat. All this could potentially go to ruin if they did fight back, but it would be worse just remaining where they were. At this point, if they did not heed the threat, with all the physical proof that was in generous supply, nothing ever would get them to fight back.

As he passed by, he was receiving many stares, all seen easily. Few were even subtle, and the few who were were not doing a good enough job of it. It stood to reason that his presence would cause this to happen, but the stares were not what concerned him. It was more about the actual species he was looking at. So far, he could not name any because he did not know what to call them. Even those blue human-looking aliens did not come to his mind. He needed to find a way to find out without looking like a complete fool.

Remembering something that Shepard said, he activated his Omni-tool and began to work the controls, neglecting the question of how he knew what to do, and merely doing it. Once he began to navigate through the tools and functions, he found something called the extranet. Whatever it was, it sounded like something that he could use to get information.

So he tapped the icon and he began to see some unusual images and links to electronic sites. Although the Arbiter was not going to pretend to understand it all, he could pick out certain things that may be important or of some relevance to his needs. After tinkering around for a bit, he found a searching engine, so he decided to search for all known alien races in the galaxy. The next few moments and a whole flurry of images and videos and informational pages began to result. He pushed aside most of the things and found what he deemed to be an adequate source. It contained images and labels for each.

The one he knew about instantly was human. The other human-like alien were called Asari, and apparently, they were a mono-gendered species, which led him to question how they reproduced. Maybe they did so through some form of mating, but they might also do some form of a mind connection. It might seem outrageous, but the only reason that he thought of it was because he recalled early memories of Forerunner artifacts and temples gleaming information regarding how to reproduce without having to initiate any sort of intimacy. By connecting the minds, reproduction could be done. Curious to see it in action. They were the first to discover the Citadel and one of the species holding a seat on the council.

The next species, Drell, possessed similar body structure to that of humans: bipedal with two arms. Instead of skin, they had scales, and their eyes were very dark, which seemed to indicate a sort of inexplicable air to them. These species were originally from a dying planet and were evacuated by the council, but only several hundred thousand survive, which Thel considered to be endangered, which meant that they were a minor race.

There was a species called the Turians, and Thel could see the makings of warriors. Their bodies, their faces, their postures. It appeared that the Turians, like the Sangheili were warriors by nature, following a strict life of military honor and discipline. Although still not as physically large or strong as Sangheili, they were still one of the most influential and powerful species in the galaxy, having a strong and massive fleet. Thel would keep these ones in mind. He might find their company the easiest to connect to next to humans. They were also the holders of one of the seats on the council, obtaining it after the Asari.

There were Salarians, like the Drell, were amphibious in nature. They were the source of great knowledge and learning, for they possessed a quick mind and sharp wits, faster than that of virtually all species in the galaxy, but in exchange, they lived a short lifespan, most living no more than forty years. Most were scientists, but some were capable warriors as well. They were the third race to gain a seat

There was the Volus, an unusal species that was squat and short, like the Unggoy, but also fat. They were the second race to discover the Citadel, and they were the most prominent in the business and financial industries. However, they clearly were no soldiers, as Thel looked at the image. An Unggoy could probably do far better than that of a Volus. That was probably the reason why for all of their influence, they held no seat on the council.

The Hanar were some of the strangest, appearing to have no legs or arms, but tentacles instead, and appearing to have no head. It looked like a delicate pink body. They appeared to have no sort of incredible achievements or feats recorded. They seemed to merely be a part of the Citadel Council.

The Elcor were much the same, a species not very special in any sort of way and looked to be merely understanding and interacting with the galactic community in general, so Thel could not count on them for anything.

And finally, there were the Humans. Although in a different galaxy, the Arbiter still saw the same traits, the same struggles, the same of everything in the Alliance humans and that of the UNSC humans, at least in part. If he had to compare the two in battle, the UNSC humans would fight the superior fight. The humans of the UNSC were innovative, strong, motivated, and determined.

These were the official species of the Citadel Council, but Thel was not naive enough to believe that no species did not exist outside of this government, so he began to broaden his search, sparing no details.

The first species to come up were a nomadic and exiled race known as Quarians. Apparently, some several hundred years ago, they had created the race now called Geth. These Geth were intentionally created to serve the Quarians and help them build and create. Apparently, the Geth rebelled and the Quarians were driven from their homeland, being forced to wander the galaxy in ships centuries old. Thel would read more of this, but it was certainly a species with an intriguing story.

There were the Geth, a robotic artificial intelligence race that were created originally as virtual intelligences by the Quarians, but evolved over time as the Quarians began to upgrade their software. They rebelled and now they controlled the former homeworld of the Quarians. They refused contact with any organic species period. They, too, were something that the Arbiter would look into later.

After reading about all of these species, Thel could instantly see a pattern. All of the known races in the galaxy had at one point or another made some sort of contact with the Citadel. If all the space-faring races ended up here, then they probably had similar if not the same technology and the same level. This could not just happen by mere coincidence, as the chances of that were next to impossible. They had to have developed from the same basis, and that immediately jumped his suspicion. It was so convenient and obvious. Whoever originally created all of this probably did so with an intent: to be able to control easily, and possibly destroy easily, and right now, the Reapers were only culprit. He could only guess that Shepard was aware of this piece of information.

Shepard. That woman reminded him about the Spartan. They were both dedicated to the cause that they served, but while the Spartan's loyalty to his cause likely rooted from living in the UNSC all of his life, Shepard seemed liked the one to join the cause because of a sense of righteousness. She carried that fire in her emerald eyes, the kind that could potentially strike fear into the minds of those who believed themselves immune to fear. The Arbiter had come to see her a sort of paragon of good, as humans would say. She was selfless. willing to sacrifice herself if it saved the lives of others. That probably accounted especially for those that she worked with. Not only did her eyes say much about her, but her expressions in general. Although Thel had been fairly critical of Shepard on Mars, it was for a reason. He knew now that he could at least trust her on the battlefield. She was a strong and capable warrior, although still not quite yet at his pace yet. He might just have to remedy that.

Now that he was finished with his mulling, he now was in search of something else to do, and one began to eat at his mind: weapons. He had left most of his weapons aboard the _Normandy_, locked away in a private locker that the Arbiter had personally requested to store his items. He carried only a single energy sword and a concealed plasma pistol. He needed weapons, and he was certainly not opposed to requisitioning some, and now that he thought of it, he wondered why he never bothered to just liberate weapons from those Cerberus humans. He would have to get some, but there was one small problem: if he was going to get them here, he would need some credits, as he had heard some humans use in conversation. It was the galactic standard form of currency. He did not have such a thing, and he did not know how he would ever earn much in the first place. He would have to wait for the next battlefield.

Thel took a look around him to notice the area he was in. It appeared to be some sort of, what did humans call it, night clubs or bars? The kinds that had all sorts of shady characters, all with weapons and unknown intents at the moment. Add that to the sight of various females dancing for the pleasure of males made for an uneasy Sangheili. Of all the places to be and he wound up here, in a place of rather low standards. It would appear that the Forerunners were not watching over him. He would never come to a place like this on his own doing. Alcohol and Sangheili did not go hand-in-hand, and prostitution was something Thel viewed as less than acceptable. He needed to leave this place before he did anything idiotic.

Then his attention was shifted to an alien, one with large shoulders and a large build. Thel, for a brief second, racked his mind for the species name, which he came to remember as Krogan. They were one of the dying races in the galaxy, banned for overpopulation and challenging the council and suffering the consequences. The Krogan Rebellion was that the conflict was called, lasting over three-hundred years, a rather long war, Apparently now, Krogans were mercenaries with tough and arrogant attitudes, at least if the extranet sources said. Thel did not trust them for one moment, but looking at this alien being rather threatening to the Turian operating the bar looked like reason enough for him to intervene, firstly, to stop an unnecessary beating that would result. Secondly, to make sure that no more lives were lost. Even one could make a difference. Third and finally, to see if he could test a Krogan's recorded endurance and skills.

He would turn back at any other time, but there were new rules, ones that the Arbiter was not even where they came from.

"I'm not going to ask again," the Krogan said, "hand it over."

"The hell," the Turian said, "you think that you can just demand something because you're a Krogan?"

"Yeah, I do," the Krogan said menacingly. "now give it to me, or would you rather tell it to my shotgun barrel."

As Thel approached the scene, the Turian caught sight of his form and looked rather pale now, and also frozen. If he was fearful before, he might have just found an even worse one.

The Krogan must mistakenly interpreted this change of emotion due to his actions.

"Coming to your senses now," the Krogan challenged.

"No," the Turian whispered, "just scared shitless about what's behind you."

"Nice try, Turian," the Krogan retorted, "but I'm not falling for that one."

The Turian shifted to a new tactic.

"Oh, I'm counting on it," the Turian said, still carrying a terrified look.

The Turian scoffed a bit, but still turned to face the Arbiter, and for a moment, he sensed surprise from the Krogan, but nothing else. Well, at least he was fighting someone with courage.

"Well, I'll be damned," the Krogan whistled, "didn't think they got any bigger."

The tone was just speculation, nothing more, nothing less, and Thel surmised that this Krogan was about as tall as that of the Spartan, tall enough to actually be considered a real physical threat

"Cease this nonsense," the Arbiter boomed.

Already, a crowd had gathered around them.

"And what if I don't? You gonna stop me," the Krogan shot back.

"Yes," Thel deadpanned.

The Krogan did not waste a second, charging first. The Arbiter merely squared away to face the brunt. He could have easily evaded the expected charge, but he stayed his ground and grabbed the Krogan's arms with his longer arms. They both engaged in a deadlocked fight to see who carried superior strength, and Thel had to admit that these Krogan put up more of a fight than normal humans did, but strength could easily be negatable in a fight. Thel put a burst of energy into his arms and threw the Krogan back, his foe, unbalanced, skidded a few meters back before coming to a halt. Thel closed the distance before his foe could properly recover. Thel slammed his closed fist into the Krogan's head. The blow was heavy, but the Krogan still stood. The Krogan followed up with a head but that connected with his upper armored torso, but his armor and natural toughness reduced the effect of the strike.

They both split, the area around them having been already cleared away as speculators watched on. They both charged, neither willing to back down, but Thel knew he already carried the speed advantage, even with strength and endurance seemingly even. They got into another brawl, this time, beginning to increase their strikes. Thel began to do some more dodging and some more strikes, evading the Krogan, but the Krogan was persistent if anything. Another underhand came from the Arbiter, connecting with the head. He just had to keep doing this.

He began to press his offensive; unleashing some strikes at his head, forcing the Krogan back. The strikes at the head were meant to be a distraction, and Thel then sent a kick that caused the Krogan to fall flat on his back and back a few meters.

Standing victorious, but knowing that the Krogan was far from over, he stepped over his opponent, letting his full height show.

"Leave now," the Arbiter demanded, "I will not ask a second time. And do not think about attacking me, because I will defeat you again, and I will continue to do so until you are dead or you flee. The choice is yours."

The Krogan seemed to weigh his options, then spoke.

"You're not worth the effort anyway," he mumbled as he made his way through the crowd.

Speaking of the crowd, the Arbiter turned his head to scan the room, all eyes on him. He needed to defuse this.

"As you all were," he said in his most commanding voice.

Everyone seemed to get the message immediately and resumed whatever they were doing prior. With that out of the way, the Arbiter walked to the bartender, who greeted him.

"I owe you for that one," the Turian said, "thanks for your help."

"There is no need to thank me," the Arbiter said simply.

"No," the Turian said, "I have to thank you. Damn Krogan's taking his rage about the genophage on the nearest Turian."

Thel did not know what the Turian was speaking of, but he nodded.

"How about I pay you for your trouble," he said, reaching into his pocket and retrieving something, a small item. "Will credits do?"

Thel paused. One of his problems being answered. He should decline, but the Turian offered, and it was always customary to simply accept.

"I thank you for this," he said humbly.

**Wasn't that fun? Don't know what I was thinking, but I figure that a fight with a Krogan ought to be somewhat of a challenge. I did a bit of research, and I believe the Krogans and Sangheili to be evenly match in terms of physical endurance and strength, but the Sangheili seem to be more nimble and skilled. Hope it was at least somewhat entertaining.**

**In terms of the brief race profiles, I did my homework as well as watch videos. As I've mentioned before, I'm still relatively new to the Mass Effect universe, so after the Citadel, the story is going to go a different route from the game once I've done enough research**

**Anyway, REVIEW. They keep this story going. Thanks for the twenty plus reviews last chapter! Keep it up. As always, tell me the goods and bads. Please do tell me if my grammar sucks. Keep forgetting to check for it.**

**In other news, there may be two chapters coming out next week. Not sure, but I'll see. Maybe for the end-of-the-year break, I'll add an extended chapter. **

**Hope you all enjoyed. Next time, Shepard hears about the Arbiter's little showdown. Peace!**
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**Serpent Nebula, Citadel**

** Mission to rally Council**

** March 7, 2186**

** 1537 Hours**

** Arbiter P.O.V**

That was interesting to say the least. The Arbiter had certainly not been expecting that to happen, but now his problems were solved in one go. He now had the proper currency to get some basic weapons from the stores. Perhaps now, the Forerunners were watching over him, or maybe it was luck, or maybe it was none of these. He was not one to thoroughly examine, only taking what was given to him. If it did nothing to affect him or those of his comrades, then he was better off not questioning it.

The Arbiter glanced at the credit chit in his hand. He had done a quick check with his Omni-tool to see how much he had. He found several thousand already on it. He did not know if that was good or bad, but it was something to begin with. He would have to remain on guard to get more. It was strange, being involved in something so ordinary. The Arbiter really had no use for currency of any kind in most of his lifetime. It was a certainty something new for him, having to decide what uses he had for currency. It was very strange indeed.

As he wandered, he came by a strange-looking transparent female Human. She was some sort of intelligence, but whether she was a virtual intelligence or an artificial intelligence was not clear. His curiosity piqued, he walked over and thought of the most obvious question that came to mind.

"Thank you for using Avine," she said in a really pleasant voice, "I do not detect the species nor the name of the individual standing."

Thel ignored this and asked his question. Far too many complications than he cared to deal with.

"What is this place," he asked.

"This is the central ward, where weapons, armor, and other items of importance to the Alliance."

This was most definitely an virtual intelligence. The voice was a dead giveaway, but the way she spoke and the way she did not further question his species was the other indication. Perhaps and artificial intelligence would be wasted here. Now that he thought of it, he had not seen any artificial intelligences anywhere, the only ones being that Human-looking Cerberus robot and EDI onboard the _Normandy_ _SR2_. What was the reason for this? For a civilization this advanced, they had to have the ability to create such constructs, and yet they seemed to be none around. Maybe this question was better asked from someone who knew more about this subject, so Thel decided to move on.

"What else is sold here," he questioned further.

"Other items of non-military uses are sold, including but not limited to ingredients for food, software, video games, and other various consumer items," she answered fully. "Other items of non-military use are sold in the lower levels, all certified and legal."

Some of these things Thel did not really know too well, as he had never been really exposed to civilian life, be it the Sangheili, Human, or any other species, but the terms themselves were familiar to him. He had heard the Humans on the battlefield use it on more than one occasion. That got some more questions triggered in his head, things that set him off guard.

Now he was no longer interested in asking about the Citadel, so he decided to bring this "conversation" to a halt.

"Is there anything else worth noting," he continued.

"Several bars and clubs are within the vicinity," Avina spoke, "but all species are warned to follow regulations and safety rules as a precaution for their own safety."

At this point, there was nothing that this VI could speak of that was interesting or important, so Thel left it, not bothering to look back.

As he passed by certain vendors, he took note of the items that were being sold. He was in the area where military personnel might buy armor. From the looks of it, weapons of all sorts were being sold. While watching what each vendor sold, he was also careful to note the faces and expressions of each person at the stores. He did his best to read them, but the only ones he could read were Humans and Asari. None of the other species were as easy, so he stuck to some body movements and other subtle things in order to get an idea.

It seemed that everyone on the Citadel dressed rather formally, or at least wore very similar designs of formal attire, which Thel did not really have too much of a problem with. All Sangheili dressed similarly to one another in order to maintain a state of humility and consideration for everyone else. No one really cared to be a braggart on Sanghelios, and it was due to their warriors tradition as well as their honor. Here, though, that was probably not the case, as some of theses species were clearly not fit to be warriors. Well, he should not expect much from these aliens in the first place, but he did. High expectations were the thing that he always searched for.

Maybe Commander Shepard would have an opinion about what to purchase. The notion of asking for help irritated him at first, but he soon came to a more pragmatic conclusion. He knew next to nothing about weapons here, and the second best way next to actually testing weapons in battle was to ask someone who knew their way around weapons. Maybe it did not bother him so much to ask for help as it was to ask Shepard specifically. Why ask her? Why not ask one of her other teammates? They could probably help out just as much as she could. Thel would be more likely to ask her because she played a more important role than that of those who worked with her, not that they were incompetent. That was the only reason to ask her at all, of course.

Thel sighed. This was going to be a serious blow to his pride, and he disliked when his pride was seriously challenged like this, but what if his pride got him killed? He would be of no use to anyone dead. Perhaps he could let this one be ignored just once. Once he knew what he needed and had enough experience, he would not ask Shepard to help. Besides, weapons only could do so much for a warrior. Weapons are only effective with the right individual, one with skill and training.

That still did not stop him from entering into certain stores just to see what they sold. Whoever was manning the desks and counters looked to him, sort of fearful, but still trying to remain composed and friendly. Should he try to talk to them?

He hesitated at the doorway to one store, but his slight movement triggered something audible to activate.

_"I'm Commander Shepard, and this is my favorite store."_

Unexpected was the only thing that came to mind for the Sangheili, but not terribly surprising. Shepard was the kind of person that was good to the very core, and sought to help others in any way possible. Having her voice at the entrance to a store could easily garner some attention from potential purchasers. Shepard would do something of this nature. It was as clear to the Arbiter as daylight that despite her career and her skills, at her very center, she had the interests of the well-being of others. She wanted to do things for others and not for herself. It was a respectable and honorable thing to do. Few people had the ability to muster that level of compassion and understanding, and Shepard seemed to do it easily, or maybe she just did it by instinct.

_But she is still naive, _Thel thought. _and she will be until she expereiences. She may speak with understanding. but not full understanding._

Thel decided that maybe bypassing this store was the best thing to do. If Shepard was a well-known figure as the Arbiter believed her to be, it would take long for someone in the stores, particularly the ones she endorsed, to figure out that he had some connection to her.

**Shepard P.O.V.**

Shepard had taken the time to visit around, seeing if anything had changed ever since her last visit to the Citadel. So far, nothing had changed. A few of the stores that had personal endorsements from her were still standing and playing that message. It may have been a problem that she had endorsed multiple stores, but she wanted to help them out as much as possible.

She was surprised that many of the _ Normandy SR2's_ original crew were now Alliance or had broken away from Cerberus. She had turned herself and the ship in as a sign of good faith. Shepard had never expected the crew to have a sudden change of heart. but maybe they had a reason to. The Illusive Man was not once what he use to be. He had to be stopped. Maybe the former Cerberus crew knew of this, and maybe not.

The commander had visited Doctor Chakwas. It was good catching up with the doctor. She had always been there for them all when they needed it.

Apart from that, she had taken to the stores. She needed some new gear. The standard Alliance gear was good, but she needed better equipment to fight the Reapers, the best possible. She could just use her position as a Council Spectre to pull in some favors or get discounts at the various stores around the Citadel. Now would be just about the best time, and plus, she was saving the galaxy.

Her thoughts were interrupted as she passed by a group talking. Normally, the conversation wouldn't be anything that she didn't know about, but this time, it was something she didn't know about.

"You hear what happened in the bar," the Salarian said, "heard a Krogan got spooked by some alien we've never seen."

That made Shepard pause. She stopped and stood where she was, listening in. She wondered if they were talking about someone she knew about.

"Heard it," a Turian replied, "also saw a video. That thing was gigantic. stood taller than a Krogan. Never seen a species like it either."

Shepard instantly knew. She had never seen any race taller than a Krogan, except for the Sangheili, as she recalled, and there was only one she knew about. Against her better instinct, she decided to ask about the conversation.

"Excuse me," she interjected, "did you say alien larger than a Krogan?"

"Yeah," the Turian said, "you heard?"

"Might have," she responded, "did he have silver armor?"

"One in the same," the Turian confirmed.

Before she knew it, she was rushing away. She needed to find the Arbiter. The last thing she had expected him to do was get in a fight with a Krogan. He seemed far too reserved and disciplined for that, which meant that Krogan had to have done something really bad to set him off. That was probably the reason. She was so caught up in a sort of worry and preoccupation that she didn't notice the Arbiter, nor did he notice her. Their collision was rather annoying for both.

Shepard looked irritated, only to find the Arbiter with...an expression she couldn't quite read, but his movement suggested irritation.

"Shepard," he said.

"Arbiter," she replied, "did you get into a fight with a Krogan?"

"Yes," he stated bluntly, "but I had good reason to do so."

"We don't go around picking fights," she explained, "we've got more important things to do."

"I did not begin the fight. I merely diffused the situation in order to defend someone else. Would you not do the same?"

She sighed.

"Yes," she agreed, "but please be more careful when going around the Citadel. C-Sec isn't known for being understanding. They might think you're trying to make a fight intentionally."

"Do we have more important things to attend to than this petty argument," the Arbiter said annoyingly.

"Yes," Shepard answered, "we're going to see the Citadel Council."

"Are they to be trusted," the Arbiter warned, "this Citadel, it seems all too surreal, too peaceful, too far away from the battles. They do not understand the threat because they are not witnessing it with their own eyes."

"They're politicians," Shepard explained, "do you really expect them to be understanding of what soldiers do?"

"I expect them to be realistic," the Sangheili said, "and they are not if they continue to only maintain their own borders."

"Which is why we're here," Shepard continued, "we're here to convince them to unite. The Reapers are going to hit everyone. Sooner or later, they're going to have to realize that we'll be more effective united than split."

"Then I pray that they realize it in time," the Arbiter grumbled, "because I do not have faith in them."

"Do you have faith in me," Shepard asked abruptly.

He didn't answer, and he didn't seem to be in a hurry to do so because he was considering. Shepard watched and waited. Even when in thought, his eyes didn't leave hers, and for some reason, Shepard didn't really need an answer. His eyes gave away that he did, on some level, have faith in her abilities, and for that, she was grateful enough.

"Let us be done with this," the Arbiter said quietly.

**General P.O.V**

Their walk to the Council chambers was quiet, but not awkward in any way. She passed by Bailey again, who gave her a quick acknowledgement and then resumed. As they walked into the chambers, the Arbiter took note of everything in the chamber. The fact that not too many people were here and that the chamber was uselessly large irritated him. It seemed like a waste, but he was not here to judge this. He was here to see how this Citadel Council would react, what they would do in response to Shepard's reports.

Shepard, on the other hand, had things to say, a lot of things to say. There was going to be a lot of talk. With the Council, there always was a lot to talk about. So many angles, so many loopholes, so many regulations. If there was one thing that she hated a lot was playing politician. Why could they not just get to the point? It would certainly make her job easier.

Or on second thought, her career or her life had never been easy to begin with. The commander cursed mentally. Just her luck, right?

On the far side of the room, all the Councilors were assembled and Liara stood on the platform, going over the schematics for the Prothean device. Shepard had reviewed them herself, and so far, it looked very promising, and it might as well be the last hope the galaxy was riding on. If this didn't work…

"Earth is not our concern, Udina," the Turian Councilor, "we've got our own problems to deal with."

The Arbiter growled audibly, and he did not bother to hide it. Everyone turned their heads towards the two coming towards. Shepard stood by Liara, while the Arbiter towered over them both, looking incredibly aggravated. The councilors seemed just as aggravated if not more than he was. The silence was filled with tension. Shepard knew that technically speaking, this was a sort of breach. these talks weren't meant to be heard by many people, and the Arbiter, to them, was an unknown. The stares lingered for a time before turning into words.

"Commander," Udina crossed his arms, "I would ask that your...companion leave."

"I will not," the Arbiter said, "and no one, Human, Asari, Turian, or Salarian, is going to force me. You can force me to leave when I am dead."

The tension rose to the point where Shepard could swear that it practically choking that atmosphere. If the councilors were angry before, it paled in comparison to this moment. Everyone seemed just about ready to run their mouths, so Shepard did the only thing she could.

"You summoned me," she interrupted.

The councilors refocused their attention to the spectre, their expressions pointing some blame at her, and Shepard simply accepted it, but it was too late to be apologizing or going back. There were here now.

"Yes," Udina finally replied, "as I was saying, the Reapers hit Earth. We're facing the majority of the Reaper's forces."

"That doesn't make you any more special," Valern argued, "the Reapers are hitting our own worlds as well."

"We stand no chance unless we unite," Shepard interjected, "We need your help, now more than ever."

"We cannot simply simply leave our homeworlds completely defenseless to the Reapers helping Earth," councilor Tevos said calmly, "The Reapers are attacking us all."

"We have to unite," Udina said, this time forcefully.

"Would our combined fleets, if we commit to it, be enough fight the Reapers," Spartacus questioned Shepard.

"The fleets will keep the Reapers at bay, but the fleets are not the only thing we have," Shepard said, "We have something else that can defeat the Reapers,"

Motioning to Liara, the Asari began to pull up her Omni-tool, revealing the blueprints to the device, extracted from that AI body.

"Councilors, we believe that we've found a device that can effectively destroy the Reaper threat."

"And what is it exactly," Spartacus asked.

"A weapon," Liara tapped a few controls, "one that the Protheans were creating and trying to use."

"The Protheans were driven to extinction by the Reapers," Tevos added, "what makes you think this device can defeat the Reapers."

"The device works," Liara affirmed, "but the Protheans never completed construction of the device."

"Do you truly believe that this will work," Spartacus questioned again.

A slight movement caused Shepard to look behind her. From his mandibles and his eyes, the Arbiter was not liking this conversation one bit. If anything, he was just about ready let loose, and that was what Shepard was worried about. The alien was many things, and being blunt to the point of no restraint was one of those qualities. She needed to diffuse the situation before things got out of hand.

"Liara believes it will work, and I've reviewed the device," Shepard spoke, "and we can build it, if we receive your help."

She paused to let this sink in before continuing.

"If we can't unite, then all of our hope is lost. As much as Udina and I aren't always on the same accord, he's right now. If we don't stop the Reapers, no one else will or can, and all life will die."

Shepard watched and waited. There was the physical proof that the council was forced to acknowledge, the Prothean device, all of it personally vouched from her, the Human Spectre that they appointed. It should have been enough. It should have convinced their minds. It should have caused them to unite, and it should have done so in an instant, but this was not the reality that set in. Shepard could see the councilors silently communicating with each other, and the silence was a dead giveaway that this still wasn't enough. What now?

Before anyone could say another word, the Arbiter beat them to the punch.

"You could throw all of the most irrefutable evidence and the opinions of the most respected individuals in the galaxy to theses insufferable fools, and you would yield absolutely no results."

Shepard cursed under her breath. This wasn't what she wanted to happen, but she doubted that she could stop the Arbiter now. If he was going to say something, he wouldn't let anyone get in his way.

"And who are you exactly," councilor Tevos asked, her voice calm, but betraying her hint of being slandered.

"Arbiter of the Sangheili" he deadpanned, "leader of my people."

"We've never seen your species before," Valern joined in, "and you have no idea what we're up against."

"I see enough," the Arbiter reverberated, "The Reapers are a threat to this galaxy, and yet you hide in fear from them rather than facing it head on. This is precisely what the Reapers are manipulating you into doing. By dividing yourselves, you leave ourselves open to attack, and the Reapers clearly have the superior technology. Refusing to unite will only result in systematic extinction of all species. Only numbers and unity will give a chance of victory and survival. Do you truly believe that you can protect your own borders single-handedly, or are you using the excuse of self-defense as a means to conceal the fear of a threat unlike any ever faced before? Do you hide in fear that everything that you have will be brought to ruins by this war? Is there a personal stake in this? What good are any ambitions without a galaxy?"

For the first time in a long time in two years, Shepard could see the council was in a state of silence. Udina seemed more surprised than shocked. Clearly, he wasn't really aware of the situation on Earth, at least nothing pertaining to Shepard's reinstatement or the Arbiter joining the team. Spartacus seemed a bit more critical, but there was a hint of admiration. Tevos remained neutral, but she was anything but mentally. Valern looked to be a bit more than angered. Shepard turned to look at the Arbiter, whose eyes were narrowed and burning with quite the intensity. There was definitely no stopping him now, nor did Shepard desire to stop him. He had done some of her job for her.

The Arbiter still had more to say.

"The galaxy will never be the same again, but would you prefer there be no galaxy at all to return to. What happens to one link in the chain can have profound consequences to the to other links. A single weak link can break the chain of the civilizations of the galaxy. You must unite or there is no hope of survival. Now is the time to call in question if you are truly loyal to your race, and if you are, then you know that to ensure that there is a future for them, then you will have to unite."

Okay, so not exactly very reassuring, but there was some room to interpret hope. He was effectively giving them a choice, but would this be enough to change their minds?

The long silence was broken finally when Tevos, albeit reluctantly and with obvious resignation, decided to speak

"Shepard, we fully understand your teammate's reason and logic," Tevos began.

"Now hold on-" Valern interrupted.

"However," Tevos soundly ignored her fellow councilor, "we must ensure that our borders are safe before we can lend aid to the Human fleets. I'm sorry, commander, but this is all we can do."

No one spoke, not even the Arbiter, but he was done speaking. He had said what he needed to say, and whether it was visible or not, all of councilors had taken his words into heavy consideration. Although they had not given any means of help, they had at least given a better window of opportunity, but it would not be enough, at least not yet.

The Arbiter was also frustrated because while claiming that they needed to defend their borders, there was another underlying message in that reason. The Arbiter could understand the loyalty of any race to their homeworld and their race, but this was much different. If the council were struggling to defend their own borders, then clearly they were subtly calling for help, and only after others did the duty that should have fell to them would they help. Did the Citadel Council hold themselves in such high arrogance? Humbling them not only felt satisfying, but now it was justified in the Arbiter's mind.

"I see," the commander said. She was not happy with this turnout either. No one in the room was satisfied, not even slightly. No one had reason to be.
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Chapter 13: Hard Luck

**Serpent Nebula, Citadel**

** March 7 2186**

** Mission to rally council**

** 1723 Hours**

** Shepard P.O.V.**

This was most definitely not a good day, not a good day indeed.

Commander Jane Shepard was now caught. It was bad enough that the councilors were not going to provide aid immediately, but then the Arbiter spoke, and while Shepard thought for once it might be justified, she immediately retracted that thought. Now, she was left to deal with this mess. Far be it for the Arbiter to make the situation all the more difficult, but she couldn't fault him for speaking his mind, and he had brought up truth to his argument, even if harshly. The fact that no one could really argue or respond soundly against his words was further proof of the effect, but Shepard didn't doubt for a moment that the councilors wouldn't change. Change rarely ever happened instantly.

Shepard knew that this was not boding well with any of the councilors, even if the truth was spoken, so that was why Shepard was in Councilor Udina's office, listening to the man rant and rave, and at the moment, Udina was actually outraged and angry for the same reasons that Shepard was, and at the time, it had seemed like.

"Shepard," Undina said, "I really don't appreciate it when your teammates burst out in front of the council, even with reasoning."

"I can't control the Arbiter very well, despite my every attempt," Shepard replied, "and he's not exactly someone I can trust fully, at least not yet. He can shoot a gun and take down our enemies, and that's what's important. His actions speak louder than his words."

"Well," the councilor shook his head, "you might want to find a way to muzzle him at times. Our relations with the other races is strained enough as it is. Humanity is the lowest member on the council, and our every action is watched."

"I understand that, Udina," she sighed, "but it won't be exactly easy. The Arbiter's not exactly known for his restraint. He will speak his mind."

"And he speaks the truth," a voice said, "but we can't simply give up our homeworlds for Earth. Our people must come first."

The sound of a familiar voice led Shepard's eyes to trace it back to the source: Councilor Spartacus.

"Councilor Spartacus," Shepard nodded, "do you require something?"

"Yes and no," he said evenly, "our fleets across the galaxy are countering Reaper forces at every step.
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**Arbiter P.O.V**

Something was wrong. Something was very wrong indeed.

That sudden burst of anger, that speech he made, everything he said, it was from his mind, what he knew, what he truthfully felt, but simultaneously, he felt compelled to say the words, not really by his own will, and that was what had him concerned, but not frightened.

What could he possibly attribute his sudden erratic attitudes and outbursts to? Thel did not know. He should have let the council discover their folly the challenging way, let them die and realize their mistake, but part of him did not want races to suffer the horrible fate that would result from their inaction. He had to do something, even if they were not his species, regardless of this fact, no species deserved to be subjected to mass extinction, not unless they were a threat to other species as well. He should not care as much as he did, but it was the same struggle with the same mortal beings and a seemingly unstoppable force.

Focus. He certainly did not come here to play politics, but to fight Reapers, or Cerberus, or anyone who served the Reapers.

He needed to find a better way to unleash his frustration at his situation. Being trapped like he was, he found much comfort in the heat of battle, and these new enemies, despite a new technological basis, they were still the same enemies.

The Arbiter could not shake this uneasy feeling that something was wrong with him. He had thought that maybe it was just his nerves being worked up, that he was ever-so vigilant when it came to new species, a new galaxy, and yet the same enemies. That was what he thought it to be.

But that was not what this was.

This was something else. For some unsettling reason, he found himself wandering back to the past more and more, thinking about the Human-Covenant War. He remembered the details of most of his campaigns during the war. It was all the same: humans with a desire to protect themselves, to protect their homes and the people living in it, and to make the Covenant's mission of their genocide all that more difficult. The battles that could ravage across a single planet could potentially set back the Covenant by a lot. Many soldiers were lost, sometimes by the tens of millions, all in a single campaign on one planet, not to mention the loss of artillery, ships, and vehicles. The Prophets, though knowing that they possessed superior technology, they knew just as well that the Covenant was suffering losses and that the humans were an enemy that would not be trifled with.

The Arbiter thought to his times as a shipmaster, watching ships burn from his plasma fire, watching ships get ripped to shreds by human MAC guns, how ships seemed to completely fill the black with either their own mass or that of either projectiles or plasma. He would watch, he would wait for targets, and he would use his tactical knowledge and smarts to outwit his enemies, and most of the time, his fleets won without too many casualties.

And throughout the entirety of the war, he did not feel much regret for any of those deaths. Certainly, he took no pleasure in killing humans, but he did not despise the idea either. He regretted sacrificing so many lives for a war that could have been avoided, not in the sense that killing was wrong, but that such a species with a warrior's spirit had to be put down. Pity that the humans could not be allies with the Covenant from the start. Things might have been better had the two sides not come to blows. Now it was pointless to wonder for what might have been. The only thing to do now was look forward.

He had no explanation for these behaviors, and that was why he was spending time wandering the Citadel, and he was no closer to an answer than he was before. What he could say was that he might be relating his times of war to the times ahead, but suffice it to say that it was not a good reason.

_Why must I dwell on these thoughts? I am Sangheili. I am Arbiter Thel 'Vadam and I will not allow myself to weaken myself. No more of these foolish thoughts._

His mandibles tightly packed together, he began to make his way to the _Normandy_. He was not in the mood to humor any more of these stares that he had been constantly receiving. Thel required time to prepare himself for battle, and only the _Normandy _could remotely provide him with the atmosphere he required for preparation.

Looking around at his surroundings to find that no one was in view, he retreated to a secluded corner before activating his active camouflage, silently, but rapidly making his way through the Citadel, pausing only to check his HUD map had him going in the right direction. This was far better than being noticed. The notoriety he was receiving was also one of the most unnecessary things next to the Citadel Council's lack of courage.
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**Kaidan P.O.V.**

The Major was busy making off with whatever he could carry. Although the _Normandy_ had lots of weapons and gear, he was still scouting around the market areas just in case the Citadel happened to have sales or special items that could be especially useful to him or the team. They all needed the best gear possible. The Reapers were not going to give up any ground without a serious fight.

So what had he gotten? A few modifications for his armor as well as some gun mods, primarily armor-piercing because they would be facing more and more synthetic enemies, but the thought of fighting organics wasn't lost on his mind. Cerberus was just one of their many enemies, and who knows what those xenophobic bastards were up to now. They may be only human, but Cerberus was anything but weak.

That was at least where part of his mind was, but there was something else on his mind: Jane Shepard.

He would by lying to himself if he said things were cool between them, because things weren't cool between them. Between the events from Horizon to the Mars mission, he was beginning to question where their relationship stood, or in the worst case scenario, if it even stood at all. Those two years she had been gone, it had been tough, and he had struggled to move on, but life didn't wait for him, so he threw himself into his duty and pride: being a soldier for the System Alliance. It kept his mind off the most important person in his entire life, but when she showed up, he was beyond shocked to see her alive and well, but when she said the word Cerberus, things between them wouldn't be the same.

Was this all his fault? Maybe it was. Shepard had been very bitter on the Mars mission, and not once had she shown any of the soft side that she use to show him, likely because of the things that he said to her. He didn't know what to say because as much as he cared for her, he couldn't just simply pretend that he liked the situation and the circumstances, but the commander was adamant about her not being associated with the pro-human group, and she had proven herself time and time again. It was time to put a bit more faith in her.

His thoughts were interrupted as his eyes spotted Lieutenant Vega. Thankful for the distraction, he immediately walked up, arms still full. When James saw him holding the stuff, he didn't think much of it.

"Shopping," he guessed.

"Not the word I'd use," Kaidan responded, "but call it what you like. And what are you doing?"

"Nothing now," James shrugged, "but I kind of feel wrong being here on the Citadel. I need to be out there fighting. This place is only reminding me of the reality out there."

Kaidan nodded in understand.

"We'll make it through this," the major said, "Shepard hasn't ever steered us wrong before."

"I don't doubt Shepard's abilities," James said immediately, "but even with her skills, she's just one woman. She needs all the help that everyone can offer."  
>"Well, she certainly has an eye for talented combatants," Kaidan added.<p>

"Speaking of that," James said, "what do you think of that Arbiter guy?"

Kaidan paused. He could answer this in many ways.

Kaidan never had a problem with the alien species of the galaxy. He didn't judge by species. It was character and the individual that was what he looked for. He treated most alien like he would with any human, and he would even be willing to give his life for one. He had always believed in a greater galactic community and he believe in connecting with others.

This Arbiter that Shepard had picked was certainly an interesting character to say the least. He was clearly a warrior of many battles. His style of fighting was like nothing that he had ever seen before: graceful, deadly, practiced, and rapid.

In terms of character, he couldn't really be sure. He tended to act sort of coldly towards everyone, even Shepard, and she had done her best to remain as non-hostile as possible, and she had done a good job of that, seeing as the Arbiter did nothing but point out the flaws and weaknesses of everyone he spoke with. It was like he had to make a point of detailing each flaw of everyone around him, but he always had a reason for these, and that was in order to be stronger against the Reapers, and that was what was confusing. Why stick his neck out for a species he didn't know that well? Why tell them all of this?

Kaidan didn't really have an answer for all of these questions. He certainly wasn't any sort of mind-reader or a philosopher; he was a soldier who was trained to fight, so reading people wasn't his strong suit. He could only speculate in regards to the obvious facts and qualities someone possessed, and besides, it wasn't his job to do that. He left that task to people like Shepard.

"He's good for now," Kaidan finally responded, "and if he's fighting the Reapers, that's good enough for me, at least for now."

"I don't know," James shrugged, "he's good in a fight, but he didn't have to join us. I know Shepard has an eye for talented fighters and people, but I can't shake the feeling that something's off about that guy."

"What feeling," Kaidan asked.

"I get the feeling that there's more to that story of his than what he's saying," James continued, "but that's just me. He is a new alien after all, so maybe I'm just jumping to conclusions."

Kaidan decided to change the subject. They weren't getting anywhere in the conversation. It was basically blind guesses in the dark.

"Then how about you help me with this stuff," Kaidan replied, dumping some of the items into the lieutenant's hands.

"Not exactly how I planned to spend my time," James commented, "but sure."
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**Shepard P.O.V.**

So much to do, and only she was capable of doing it.

Shepard was use to people relying on her to accomplish things, and now was no different. Her whole career had been riding on accomplishing seemingly impossible odds. Now, she just had to deal with an unstoppable sentient machine race who was slaughtering synthetics and organics alike. She had to save them all. She wanted to save them all, but she certainly wasn't going to do with the crew she had now. Four elite warriors wasn't enough. She needed a full fighting crew, and she needed it as soon as she could.

She had received her next mission from Councilor Spartacus, but he didn't explicitly say what he needed done. just hinted at it, but the indication was clear: each of the council races required assistance in securing the borders and fleets that they had in order to help Earth, but that didn't change the fact that they were not facing the main bulk of the Reaper forces. Humanity was still suffering the tougher end of the bargain, and like anyone would do, the councilors wouldn't help. Typical behavior right there, abandoning allies in order to protect themselves, but could Shepard fault them for thinking so? Were they merely looking out for their species? Was that it, or was that an excuse to hide behind? Shepard shook her head in frustration. Maybe it was both.

She wasn't suppose to be a politician even though she was practically playing one now, saving face all in the name of the Citadel Council in order to garner support for the war effort at Earth, and all the while, she was being forced to dance around the dangerous things called cameras and reporters looking to get her at every corner. Sure, Shepard supported being attentive to more than just the Alliance military and navy. She lived to serve the people, the ones who couldn't defend themselves and relied on her and other soldiers to protect them.

She didn't mind playing the hero for Humanity or for any other race living with citadel space, but she couldn't just reveal everything she wanted despite the temptations. She hated doing this, feeling like she was lying in a respect when in almost all cases, she was merely withholding information or telling only part of the truth. It was both a cruel and necessary evil, but all the justification in the galaxy would do nothing to convince Shepard that it felt wrong.

So what would she do? She would proceed with her plan to travelling to meet with all races that could provide help in what history would probably call the greatest battle in the history of the galaxy, but before she could go to battle, she needed to make a clean sweep and see if any allies were on board the Citadel now that her mission was clear as the black space, and she would start with the medical ward. She had a feeling someone just maybe a special doctor would be waiting for her.

Shepard picked up her pace almost sprinting. She was careful to maneuver and weave around people without losing speed or momentum, A few people stared after her, recognizing who she was, as she could hear her name being whispered.

A journey of several minutes led her to the medical ward. She stopped for a moment to take a breather before proceeding into the facility. The staff nodded her way and she did the same. A few doors and some listening led her to just the person she needed the most now.

Karin Chakwas was speaking with Chloe Michel. When the two women spotted her, they both turned to face her, both with faces of surprise and happiness. They flashed smiles at her, and she returned the gesture, alreading feeling just a little bit better.

"Commander Shepard," Dr. Chakwas said, "it's been a while."

"Good to see you too," Shepard replied, "and you as well Dr. Michel."

"Thank you commander," Dr. Michel said, "I suppose I should leave you two to talk."

With a nod to both of them, she left, and Shepard returned her attention to Dr. Chakwas.

"I'm surprised that the Alliance didn't have you arrested," Shepard commented.

"They considered it," Karin chuckled, "but in the end, they thought it would be better to just simply let me work than to waste my skills."

"I'm glad they didn't," Shepard continued, "because I have need of your services again. We're at war, and I could use your help."

"There's nothing I would like more," Karin responded, "life on the Citadel just isn't the same. The _Normandy_ is my home, and I'll gladly come back."

Shepard grinned a wide grin. It was just like old times, but then a thought popped into mind.

"Just thought you should know," Shepard said, "I've got a new face on the crew, like nothing we've ever seen before. A new alien race. You'll know who he is when you see him."

"A new race," Karin said, getting curious immediately, "do you know the species name?"

"Uh...Sangheili," Shepard struggled to say, "he's kind of stubborn when it comes to doctors and medical treatment, almost refused to be treated for his injuries, but he bleeds just like we do."

"I'll be sure to keep an eye out for him," Karin acknowledged, "I will see you on the _Normandy_."

"I'll see you shortly," Shepard said before turning to leave.

Shepard only now needed to check in with the crew before they took off on their little galactic-wide chase for council support.

"Commander Shepard, the people of the Citadel Alliance have questions," a familiar voice said.

Shepard gritted her teeth. Time for the painful questions that hit her hard.
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A few reporters later and a persistent reporter practically begging to be stationed aboard the _Normandy_, the ship was now leaving the docks. It had taken far longer than Shepard wanted it to, and that was time wasted that could have been spent reaching their destinations and fighting the Reapers.

It had been a long day, and she needed rest. Everyone did, so those who were not needed had retreated to their quarters for the night. Shepard had done so as well. She had quickly spoken with all members of the crew, including the Arbiter, who was clearly just as eager to get down the fighting than she was. She had lectured him for about fifteen minutes in regards to the behaviors that she disapproved of, particularly that of speaking against the council, starting fights in the bars, and just being plain rebellious in general. He said nothing, and that made her even more annoyed. Those orange eyes only said one things to her: you opinion of me does not change how I will conduct myself, so you words are of no importance to me,

She decided that as long as he pointed his weapons at the enemy, than his "issues" would have to wait. Honestly, she had seen this kind of behavior before, and she knew how to deal with it. She just needed some time.

So it was with a great sigh that she settle into her bed and began to doze off, not bothering to even change into her sleep wear. She lost consciousness as soon as her head hit the pillow.

_There was a forest, but not the one that she would associate with calm and peaceful qualities. The leafless trees, their branches reaching out menacingly. had no leaves and there were none blowing in the wind or were scattered on the ground. The dark ground was bare and with barely any sort of color, just plain and dull. Not a single sound could be heard, and nothing was moving._

_Shepard shifted her focus to the right, then to the left, then up, then down. Still nothing to see. It was all so depressing, so sad, so...empty. It had to be the result of the Reaper's harvesting. Was this what this was? A vision?_

_Her eyes then caught something of interest: a figure moving, but she couldn't make out who or what it was. It was too rapid, and she couldn't even make it its shadow, but that didn't stop her from trying to catch up. Everything seemed so slow._

_Shepard then dimly realized that she was fully equipped in battle armor and with her weapons adorned on her back. Shrugging off this irrelevant information, she sprinted fast, but still felt slow simultaneously, trying to pursue the mysterious being that was in front of her._

_The chase might have been for mere seconds, or minutes, or hours, or more, she didn't know. Time had no meaning here, and if this was the Reaper's doing, then all things were dead, and her actions would do nothing to make anything better or worse, but she still clung to that last flicker of hope. Maybe, just maybe she could do this._

_She finally saw the figure slow down. They were wearing something white. The figure turned around, and Shepard stopped dead in her tracks, looking at the face that was all-too familiar._

_That kid._

_What should she do now?_

_The choice was no longer hers to make as something pierced the chest of the child, instantly killing him. Shepard realized with horror that it was an energy blade, and an all-too-familiar one at that._

_The kid was held in the air, suspended by an invisible user, then the body collapsed to the ground, and there was the Arbiter, his mandibles opened into a feral roar, his second blade coming to life._

_Shepard felt the urge to draw her weapons and fight back, but her body no longer responded to her mind's commands. She tried again, and again, and again, but to no avail did it work._

_She was just in time to watch as the twin blades were coming towards her in an X slash maneuver, and she…_

Shepard jolted from her bed, drenched in sweat, her body tense, her fists flexing, waiting for something to happen.

**00000000000000000000**

_The sound of plasma fire was not lost on his mind, and that was not the only sound to be heard. There were many sounds filling his ears to the brim: human gunfire, grenades detonating, warthogs and ghosts whirling, humans and Covenant everywhere. It was a complete image of the battles that Thel had faced, and he instantly recognized the world as his last planet of conquest before his judgement and his branding: Reach._

_But why was he here? He had not personally participated in the Battle of Reach. He couldn't not when he had the human fleet to contend with. There was another Arbiter here._

_Thel looked down at himself. He was still in the armor of the Arbiter. What was this?_

_Thel decided not to question it and began to take off in a sprint, hoping to find something to cease this incessant madness. He had to stop this before…_

_What was he even stopping, if anything? Himself? The Covenant? The Prophets? Something greater?_

_He felt the familiar grip of a type-51 carbine in his hand, and he held it closer to himself as he advanced forward, taking care of the potentially dangerous ordinance that had yet to detonate._

_He heard the calls, the shots, the cries, and the commands, but he couldn't see anyone. No Sangheili, no Humans, no Unggoy, no Kig-Yar, no one was out here, and yet, he could hear them. Was his senses now playing tricks with him? He would not have it._

_His sharp eyes suddenly registered a spec in the distance, barely visible, but still within sight nonetheless, so he took off in pursuit of his new objective. Maybe it would give him the answers he required to solve this...ordeal._

_So he ran, and he felt so fast and slow, like he was pushing himself beyond his physical limits, but being slowed down by some other force he could not make out._

_He pushed on further, and further, and further. The shape he saw was not one, but two figures. At first, he could not make out who or what they were, but as the distance closed, he could see now: one Sangheili in a blue-white armor and another, a human in that Spartan armor that he was so familiar with, and it looked like they were having a one-on-one battle, and they were the only one around, and despite all the sounds of war, he could hear their battle more distinctly and without much effort._

_The two now stood, facing each other, and as Thel stopped to get a closer look, he knew instantly who he was looking at._

_It was Rtas 'Vadam, who held an energy sword in his right arm. To his left stood Commander Shepard, who held a rifle. Both immediately turned to face him, and said nothing. What was he to do?_

_Then the answer came to him: both wanted his help._

_In any other lifetime, Thel might choose Rtas over Shepard, but the reality was anything but clear now. He couldn't condemn the humans, not after what he had done, but choosing neither a choice?_

_Then there was no choice as a red laser came from the sky and burned the ground. Thel was thrown back, headlong into a nearby wall. wounded, but still alive._

_Shepard and Rtas were not so fortunate. Both were scorched in the blast, neither moving, and most certainly dead from the intense heat._

_He still ran to, first checking his fellow Sangheili, who was not there anymore, and then he turned to Shepard, who was barely clinging to life. All should could do was utter two words._

"_We failed."_

_His eyes turned to the sky to see tentacles…_

Thel jolted from his sleeping state. He had found himself sleeping in one of the rather uncomfortable human chairs in the shuttle bay.

He rose and instantly drew his weapon, but no one was around.
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Chapter 14: Chaotic Palaven

**Palaven, Trebia System**

**Apien Crest**

**March 8, 2186**

**05:25 Hours**

**Shepard P.O.V.**

Shepard was wide awake and now gearing up for combat, as was the rest of the ground team. She had opted for Liara to remain aboard the ship in order for her to continue to work on the Prothean device to see what it would uncover. She also asked that Kaidan remain behind as well. As he was one of the best soldiers in the field, she was trusting him to watch over the Normandy. That just left the Arbiter and James to come along with her.

So far, she had a good outlook of James. He was a good soldier, sensible, knew his strengths and weaknesses, and knew when it was the right time for the right mood. On the outside, he seemed like any other soldier, but it seemed that he had a story a little bit more far-reaching than Shepard knew on hand. She wanted to know more, but for now, they were sticking to some somewhat basic info, but until she actually got to see a bit more of his combat skills, she wouldn't pass further judgement.

The Arbiter, she knew that he was arguably the best fighter on the team right now. His methods, while a bit chaotic and sometimes a little too destructive, he got the job done, but that's not to say that he couldn't be silent and subtle. He had proven to be that as well. He was not one to dance around the battle. He was quick and blunt, delivering nothing less than killing blows and making sure that his enemies didn't have a chance to retaliate. As an individual, Shepard couldn't say much yet. He was complex, and she might be able to see a bit here and there that hinted as to what kind of a person he was, she couldn't say if he had a definite personality. He probably did and was simply not making her job easy, and that was saying something. It was her job to look after her crew and those under her command, hence her ability to connect and read people, and the Arbiter was providing her with even more of a challenge than anyone else that had come to her before.

That wasn't the only thing that irked her about him. Although she did her best not to show it, she was now wary of him, mistrustful even in a way. She should be admonishing herself for connecting her mistrust to a dream. Dreams were just what they were, an illusion, just something that wasn't real, but could dreams not be real as well? Did it even mean anything, if anything?

"Approaching Palaven now," Joker said over the comm. "this is one hell of a battlefield, I'll say. Getting all kinds of comm. chatter, and it's not good."

Shepard motioned for James and the Arbiter to follow her, and they did. The all climbed into the shuttle. She gave Cortez the signal to get ready for flight. He gave her a quick thumbs-up and began to power up the shuttle. She turned to James, who nodded his head with an affirmative. She then turned to the Arbiter, who inclined his head her way, but said nothing and did not move any further. He was cramped in this shuttle, so it stood to reason that he couldn't or didn't want to move all that much.

The projection next to their seats flashed to life and began to feed them footage. It was then that Cortez began to pilot the shuttle out of the Normandy's bay and into the heart of the battle.

The monitor near the team flashed with all kinds of images and visuals, none of them very promising. The Reapers were hitting an in full force, similarly to Earth, and despite having the most powerful navy and military in Citadel space, they were getting completely obliterated by the Reapers, just like at Earth.

"This is not good," James commented, "Turians got the strongest military in the galaxy, and are still getting their asses handed to them."

"All the more reason why we must unite while there is a fleet left flying," the Arbiter commented neutrally.

"The sooner the better," Shepard said. "But the Turians aren't the only ones we have to recruit. We have to get as much help as possible."

Nobody said anything further, just arming themselves for the inevitable sight of enemies as soon as they landed.

"Landing zone is hot with hostiles," Cortez said. "Expect lots of them."

Motioning to James, he opened the hatch and they were all greeted to the sight of husks in their line of sight. The Arbiter was the first to fire off some rounds, not using his plasma weaponry, but rather a M8 Avengers rifle that Shepard had lent to him. His shots were surprisingly accurate for his first fire, but she didn't really question it. She followed up with her own burst, dropping another husk, watching the effects of the incendiary rounds as they burned the husk.

They all stepped from the shuttle to the ground and began to scan their area for any immediate enemies. When none were to be found, the Arbiter was the first to step out from the shuttle and began to fire again, quickly dispersing two more husks. Shepard followed suit with her rifle in-hand, but before she could take down her next target, the Arbiter had already engaged in close-quarters combat and had begun to pummel husks with his bare hands. His strength was enough to literally cave the bodies of the husks, and before they even have time to react, they were dead or heavily dismembered.

Pulling out her sniper rifle, she motioned for James to watch their six before taking the head of a husk. She then turned to take the head off another. It was then that she noticed something blur on the edge of her range of vision. She turned to see several more husks too close for comfort. She instinctively activated her omni-blade and quickly slashed at one, forcing it down. She then dropped her rifle and drew her sidearm, putting two shots into its head. She put her forearm up to prevent another from slashing, then doing an undershot, then she kicked it to the ground.

"Move it lieutenant!" she ordered, not bothering to look back for an acknowledgement.

She needed to hurry the pace before the Arbiter outdistanced her. She seriously needed to keep him in check. The other Turians might mistake him for one of their own, just maybe, but once they got a good look at him, they'd do a double take.

**00000000000000000000**

**Arbiter P.O.V**

Slow, that was what Shepard was right now.

The Arbiter was not content to wait for Shepard to plough through every enemy that she spotted. Time was of the essence and the husks were nothing but mere annoyances and obstructions hardly worthy of attention. They fought like flood combat forms: not a threat as an individual, but in large groups, they were far more problematic, but even then they were easy to dispatch and kill. These husks were weaker in the respect that their melee attacks were hardly damaging and that they carried no sort of ranged weapons, at least not the bulk of their forces. They also lacked any sort of strategy apart from charging the enemy in the hopes of draining shields.

The Arbiter was content to keep his omni-blade on in order to cleanly cut down any who were stupid enough to approach his blade's effective range. It had taken him a bit more time to adjust to the blade, but now it felt just like his energy dagger. It was not exactly as effective as cutting with plasma, but it certainly did suit his purposes. He turned his head down to idly crush a husk's head before taking off in a sprint.

The sounds of fire were getting closer. Clutching the small new weapon in his hand, he continued forward, keeping check on his communications and his motion detector. Shepard was behind him, he knew, but he would not stop for her. She needed to move faster.

A figure in the distance caught his attention. Taking a quick look, he recognized the shape of a Turian soldier firing his assault rifle in the opposite direction. Thel lowered his weapon slightly and moved to ask the soldier the situation. Thel was careful not to be too silent and made himself loud enough to be detected easily. The Turian was quick to train his gun on him before lowering his weapon and giving him a look of confusion or observation. The look was not lost on the Arbiter, as it looked just slightly human.

"Whoa," he said, "And I thought Krogans were big, but we just beat them."

The Arbiter shook his head, both to say he was not correct and the other to himself. They sounded vaguely like humans.

"I am not Turian, but I have come to help. Commander Shepard is my ally."

The Turian took another look at him, then noticed the differences.

"Forget I said that," he replied with a shake of his head, "If you want to help, go see the general in the barracks. He's coordinating our war efforts here against the Reapers," the Turian said before re-aiming his rifle, preparing for another attack.

Thel advanced, sighting a collection of rough structures, lowering his weapons to the ground, but not sheathing them. He needed to be on full alert for any and all threats. All around him, the sights of war could be sounded, but the Turians in the camp were all busy doing their part, whether that be helping the wounded or arming themselves, everyone was doing their part, and no one was sitting idly waiting for something to do.

As he passed by the Turians in the campsite, he took a closer look at them. They certainly shared a sort of similar look to Sangheili, but their structure was not quite Sangheili, for they were not as muscled as Sangheili, but it was not this that made his mind connect them with his own species, but it was rather the head. They did not share the same kind of jaw, as theirs did not appear to split like his mandibles did, but they were similar enough that he could read the expression they were expressing, and what he was seeing now were dedicated and determined soldiers wanting to make a difference, to fight this war like someone should fight it.

They seemed to be able to read him as well, for they stopped to meet his eyes, and when they saw him, the did not stop to awe at him or question who he was, but they could figure out he was not one of them. They merely nodded and continued onto their tasks that they were doing.

Serious and duty-bound, the marks of a true warriors race.

The sound of fast-approaching footsteps followed by the feeling of a hand capturing his wrist stopped him, but did not force him to turn around. He remained silent, but he was somewhat annoyed.

"Do NOT run off without us," Shepard chided, "Remember that I'm the leader here. You're a team member."

Thel tilted his head in her direction and said nothing. This only made her more frustrated and she placed herself directly in front of him, her green emerald eyes meeting his own. He moved to the left, but she followed him. He maneuvered to the right, but she continued to follow him. If he really wanted to, he could easily move faster than she could. She was not at his level.

"Stand aside, Shepard," Thel said, "Do we not have a mission to complete?"

"Yes," she agreed, "We do, but that "we" will change if you don't get your attitude checked. We're in this together, or have you forgotten your own words?"

Thel growled. He did not appreciate being told what to do, but she did have a point. He had gotten lucky that the humans were this willing to give him a chance. On his own, even with his clearly superior skill and experience, he was heavily outnumbered. He needed Shepard in that way, but he did not require her words to guide his every step. He was no child.

"Yes," he replied, "But do not think me a pawn in this quest."

"I don't." she retorted, "But I would appreciate you putting some faith in my abilities."

Faith. That was hitting a little too close to home. The last time he put faith into something, it nearly got him and his entire race killed, but it was only a human, so he would be able to handle it.

He merely grunted a response, and Shepard simply broke eye contact and led the way through the Turian barracks. The human called James gave him a sort of wary look, and the Arbiter just gave him a blank stare before reluctantly following Shepard.

Their short trek led them to a Turian who was giving commands to the other Turian soldiers. His armor was black with a red glow to it. While doing this, he was also overseeing a holographic display of a battle raging. The projection displayed most unpromising things, but that did not seem to stop the Turian leader's work one bit.

"That one," the Arbiter said quickly.

"I know," Shepard deadpanned, "I got the name and rank."

Without waiting for his response, Shepard stepped up to begin speaking.

"General Corinthus," she said confidently, "Commander Shepard, Alliance Navy. I've come to get the Primarch."

"Good to have you commander, but I'm afraid that the Primarch," Corinthus said, "Is out of our reach. His forces are pinned down by Reapers ground forces. We've sent several squads to retrieve him, but none have returned."

"Where is his location," Shepard demanded, "We'll get him out."

"That's the next problem," the general continued, "We don't have the coordinates. The squads who did have them were killed trying to save the Primarch and his escort. The best we can get is a rough area."

"Then speak of it. Whether or not the location is specific or not is irrelevant," Thel said.

The Turian cast a glance the Sangheili's way before resuming his attention to the hologram and reports in front of him. He did not look back for a moment, but then he looked at the Arbiter again, his eyes drawn to the much-larger alien. Thel stood and watched him for a reaction, but that lasted only a second before he shook his head and began to pace back and forth, stopping only when he had something to say.

"I'll give you the general area," Corinthus said wearily, "But you're on your own on this one. I have to keep my troops focused on the Reapers. It's a suicide field out there."

"Suicidal odds aren't concerning to me," Shepard acknowledged, watching James leave first, then following forward. "We'll be back."

"Another thing," Corinthus interrupted.

Thel watched the commander stop dead in her tracks before turning her upper body to face the Turian general, waiting.

"Communications are out. We can't contact Palaven Command. We need that communications tower reactivated, but the tower is surrounded by brutes, no way anyone's getting in that close."

"We'll deal with communications once we can confirm the Primarch's status," Shepard responded reassuringly.

Shepard turned to leave, and Thel followed close, hearing the general giving some orders to more soldiers through his comms, their conversation long forgotten,

"Why is this Primarch important" the Arbiter questioned.

"The Primarch, if he's still alive," Shepard explained, "Is in charge of the Turian forces. They go wherever he says. We need the Turians to support us to defeat the Reapers at Earth."

"Then we must quicken our pace," the Arbiter concluded, turning to leave, Shepard and her subordinate following close behind, all weapons drawn and pointed in front of them.

**00000000000000000000**

**James P.O.V.**

James had seen enough of this strange new alien to make some sort of opinion of him.

The guy was clearly not comfortable with working with them, but he accepted that he had to do it. It wasn't like he had many places to go in the first place, or really anywhere for that matter. The guy had skills in shooting and in hand-to-hand. His physical status helped the melee greatly, but he was impossibly fast for someone his size, which made him all the more deadly. He spoke when it was important, and wasn't one for small talk, but he had a thing of brushing off the commander without so much as a thought.

In a way, this seriously irked James. Shepard was his hero, his idol, and his role model. She fought like a true soldier should, but unlike other soldiers, she had tough choices to make, decision that in the end, affected maybe the entire galaxy. Talk about being a true ground-mover, and she was everything good and pure and whatnot. She was also a kick-ass fighter, able to take down everyone that stood in her way. Every Alliance soldier wished that they could be half as important as Shepard was. It was for these reasons that it irked James that the Arbiter could brush her off so easily, think that her skills and her toughness weren't all that important and significant. People slandering Shepard like that were usually gifted with a serious lesson. Shepard hadn't backed down once, and James didn't want to say it, but maybe the Arbiter was in another league of kick-ass fighters entirely.

If there was one thing he could respect from the Arbiter, it was his fighter's spirit. He was definitely a fighter. He fought battles like they were child's play, while most of Shepard's squad were way behind in terms of kills and distance. Maybe a show-off should be added to the list of traits that defined this guy. His handiwork matched how he killed: slashes, burns, and just varied.

James fired his rifle, watching the husk go down easily. He fired another quick burst into a pack of three, the husks succumbing to the damage. Two more burst from an unseen position and began to lumber their way towards him. He raised his rifle to shoot one dead-on into the skull. A sniper shot quickly clipped the other right between the blue glowing eyes. He knew that Shepard was at work there, but he didn't stop to think about it, only moving to barely intercept two more husks from latching onto him. He quickly punched one and shot it in the legs, forcing it to crawl to him. The other exploded in energy and drained his shields halfway, forcing him to take a step back, firing his rifle without aiming. Most missed, but one shot hit its arm, which only served to propel the creature forward. It was then that James noticed that he had to reload.

Really, right now!? He thought, annoyed.

But his worries were put to rest when an omni blade went through the torso of the husk and through its back, then it fell to the ground, drained of life permanently.

He turned to see the Arbiter leaving him and re-joining Shepard.

"Um... thanks," James shouted.

"I do not need appreciation," the giant alien said, "Just your focus on the battle."

James shrugged and reloaded before drawing his sidearm and taking quick headshots, focusing on the targets coming out from cover or wherever they rose, while Shepard and the Arbiter engaged the forces that stood in the main pathway that they were on. The sound of fire and slashes were consistent, with three seconds in-between, but the husks were numerous and rapid-moving, always trying to hit them from every direction that they could. James hadn't had this much action in quite a while.

While he focused on tearing through the Reapers' forces, he could hear so much comm chatter through his earpiece. The Turians were scattered and trying to regroup, but the Reapers were doing a good job of just causing more confusion and casualties. For as far as the eye could see, husks of all forms covered this area.

He turned to watch as a giant husk, far bigger than the normal human ones, appeared into view, no doubt thirsty for their death. He unslung his sniper rifle and began to take shots at the head. Shepard had switched to her shotgun and begun to move closer, sticking to cover to avoid being seen. The Arbiter, meanwhile, had decided to do a heads-on engagement of the large Reaper, his omni-blade and strange-shaped energy blade both active. The husk was trying to swipe at the alien, but he was quick dodging and ducking and shifting, completely outdoing the husk. Shepard was still approaching. The Arbiter jabbed the blades into the husk's torso, the creature contorting in anger and maybe pain, if these things felt pain anymore. Shepard emerged from cover to fire at the husk at point-black range, the Arbiter still low, using the jabbed blades to direct the head towards Shepard's line of fire so she could pour shot after shot into the head. The beast tried to reach under to grab the Arbiter, but he got out of the way, and quickly jammed a grenade into the hole in its face. Two seconds later, the head completely disintegrated, the body collapsing to the ground with a smack.

"Let's keep moving," Shepard said, checking up on the Arbiter, who was quick to dismiss her concern for him. She simply shook her head and continued to trek side-by-side with him. James followed close by, now more careful.

Their journey led them to a small crater-like area, and from the vantage point above, it looked like a complete warzone from their eyes. Fire came down, carrying husks, all of them converging at the center of what appeared to be a crashed shuttle. Dozens of husks were closing in on that position, including some brutes. It didn't look good. James turned to see that the commander was quickly formulating a plan, and the Arbiter's grip on his weapon tightened.

James turned around to be greeted by husks, but these one were obviously once Turians, armed with rifles.

"Behind us" he shouted.

Both the commander and the Arbiter reacted immediately, both diving to cover, their bodies as low as possible. The Arbiter was the first to rise, activating his stealth cloak that James had seen so many times being used in combat. Shepard's form flowed with biotic power before she launched what James recognized as a singularity. Two were caught up in the blast, but their shields prevented them from being killed quickly. Still, both were wounded. The third and fourth were trying to flank them from both sides. James got out his shotgun and waited patiently for the target on his side to come to him. The sound of footsteps came slowly, and then he jumped up and pumped his shotgun into its face, the husk hissing as the shots tore through its shields and wounded it, but it still fired back, forcing him to duck before pulling the trigger again. The husk was quick to fall.

A roar focused his attention on the Arbiter as he grabbed one of the Marauder's rifles and relieved the weapon before using the butt to slam into it followed by a heavy foot to the ground. Shots pinged off the Arbiter's shields, his body glowing purple for a moment, before he shot again.

**00000000000000000000**

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

Now their foes had decided to start ambushing them from behind, and yet they still failed to even inflict any sort of damage. These enemies provided slightly more of a challenge, wielding weapons and actually having shields to protect them, but the Arbiter had already tested his energy dagger and his omni-blade on them, which resulted in more dead husks. Satisfied that he still retained a one-strike kill, he moved to intercept with lethal accuracy and precision.

Shepard had been quick to take these new husks out, those at long range with her sniper rifle. Her aim was clean, and she had not missed yet during the mission, but sniping was not going to be enough here. The sheer numbers of enemies here would make even the most rapid and efficient of snipers wear down, but she knew how to handle herself, at least for now.

The fire ceased, and he scanned all around for anything else. Finding nothing, he turned to Shepard to signal her to move forward. She pointed towards the downed shuttle in the distance.

"That's the Primarch's shuttle," Shepard reported, "But we're still a ways off. We need to hurry before he's killed."

"Understood," he said, taking a few steps back.

He then charged forward, dropping into the crater, letting his right arm guide him as he glided downwards. Shepard and James followed suit, doing the same thing. Along the way, they had to contend with a few husks trying to climb up to attack them. The Arbiter and Shepard responded with their omni-blades slashing and hacking away at those in their direct path. James held his sidearm, shooting others in the head so that they flew back down to the bottom, their forms going still as soon as they hit.

Thel hit the ground first, scanning the area, seeing the still-smoking wreck in the distance. His first instinct was to scout ahead and clear a path for Shepard and James, but then Shepard and James came down next to him, and he lost the chance, but even if he did, he would only get another lecture from the commander, and right at this point, he was in no mood to put up with useless bickering.

That was at least the story he would tell anyone. It was a reasonable thing to say, but another part of him reminded himself of how much that he had to give the humans a chance to fight alongside him, and in the end, they had proven to be good warriors at the very least had much potential. Perhaps he was being too dismissive of Shepard and the humans here because he had not taken enough time to understand them better, but what was there left to understand?

A galactic genocidal machine race that sought to destroy all life was nothing he needed explained. Maybe what he did need to understand was that perhaps the humans here and the UNSC humans were not the same thing, that they had differences.

In order to understand this better, he needed to know more, but that would be for another time. Now? Well, it was obvious what needed to be done now.

"We're going in." Shepard spoke, "Stay in tight formation, and don't split up. Priority is to recover the Primarch. Then we head for the communications tower and reactivate it."

That last part was obviously directed at the Arbiter, and Thel had nothing to say about it. This time around, he would listen.
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Chapter 15: Saved by the Commander

**Palaven, Trebia System**

**Apien Crest**

**March 8, 2186**

**06:30 Hours**

**Shepard P.O.V**

They ran through the mob rather than try and hold their position. There was no reason to stay in one place. There was little to no cover in this crater, so staying in one place would have been a complete waste of time and would likely get them all killed. So they did the only thing they could: run until they reached the Primarch's downed shuttle. If they were lucky, there were some soldiers still alive that could help them hold off the Reaper ground forces surrounding them all.

But that was a desperate gamble. Three of them against a horde of husks, as easy as they were to dispatch, were still a pain to deal with, and now with marauders firing at them and forcing them to dodge shots more and more, and also forcing them all to run faster, taking as many down as possible. But if they tried to take them all down, they would be left with absolutely no ammunition and would be forced to go hand-to-hand. If it came to that, it would become more problematic to get the Primarch back to the Turian general, assuming they could make their way through the horde that wasn't showing any signs of relenting.

The Arbiter was in the lead, his gigantic hardlight shield activated whenever his suit allowed him to. Shepard didn't know what in the galaxy the thing was composed of, but she hadn't seen a single weapon or enemy able to pierce it. The shield was now their way of ramming into enemy husks and Marauders in their way. With the other hand, the Arbiter had his omni-blade extended, slashing at whatever was within his reach. Shepard too had her own omni-blade out along with her heavy hand cannon pistol in her other hand, taking accurate headshots. She stayed on the Arbiter's left side. James, meanwhile, was on the other side of the Arbiter, his assault rifle firing away, clearing them a small pathway or at least providing a means to disorient the husks.

The Arbiter slashed again and cleaved a husk in half, green ooze coming from the dead enemy, covering his armor, but he paid no mind and continued on. Shepard, too, was also covered in the gore of the dead enemies that she had slain, but that wasn't even important. There was no such thing as a pretty soldier in battle, and there would never be, not with her and her squad. They got down and dirty so many times that it wasn't even worth considering, and the Arbiter more so as apparent by the splotches and remains from enemies that he had sheared, slashed, impaled, or torn apart. It was amazing how much stamina and endurance the Arbiter showed. Not once had he slowed down, and not once had he faltered, at least not yet.

Shepard knew that even the best of the best would break at one point or another. The Arbiter had years of experience and practice at probably not only being a warrior, but a leader, a tactician, and many other things she likely didn't know about. He was strong, determined not to show or give into weakness, not physically at least. Even his eyes seemed like shields hiding something, like a burning inferno preventing someone from approaching. To top it off, he was cool, distant, and collected. She had no doubt that he was like that by nature, but wouldn't anyone in his position be, being alone without the familiar? She didn't ever pretend to understand his struggle right now. She could know the pain of being alone, but not alone in a galaxy that differed from her own, so she didn't even really know how to approach the Arbiter on the subject.

She wasn't afraid of him, not in the least. She had fought with Sovereign, she had confronted Harbinger, taken down the Collectors, had succeeded against so many impossible odds where others might have failed. The Arbiter wasn't intimidating, but she found herself wondering who he really was, what he was. Certainly, she could tell he spoke only truth, as he had been very to-the-point about his opinion regarding many things that she had done as well as others. It was pretty degrading and Shepard did not appreciate it when he did so, but then sometimes, he would offer some advice, but he never really offered a helping hand, just leaving others to their business. The commander wasn't ever like that; she always felt that she had to intervene and help whenever possible, and she had done so with mostly positive outcomes, but the Arbiter was content to simply let things happen, intervening only when necessary and when it was of utmost importance.

Shepard's biotics were flaring constantly now, a dangerous thing to do considering that it would drain her energy fast, even if she tried to exert the least energy while dealing the most amount of damage. She was using biotically-enhanced punches more than anything. She would use the nova or slam to clear more of a pathway, but the Arbiter seemed to be doing that more than herself. He rammed through husks, tossing them aside like rags. For marauders, he would impale them with his omni-blade before tossing them aside as well, and Shepard was sure to limit her ammunition use. They might have need of every thermal chip if the husks were going to keep coming like they were.

The distance to the shuttle was closing, but not fast enough for her, so she began to put some more speed into her sprint, keeping up with the Arbiter, who didn't look to her at all and just kept going. James began to lag a bit, firing back at the downed enemies that were not completely dead. Husks were falling at an unbelievable rate, but for all the husks dead, several more were taking the places of the fallen. They would be overrun at this rate if they couldn't get to the Primarch in time.

The smoking wreckage was about several hundred more meters of a sprint, and Shepard was getting just a bit winded. She hadn't run this fast for long distances in a while. Neither had James, for he was obviously struggling to keep up, but forcing himself to keep moving, but then again, his bulk probably wasn't really helping matters. The Arbiter didn't show any signs of tiring, either that or he was doing a good job of hiding it.

Four hundred meters to go.

Shepard released a spent clip and quickly reloaded another fresh clip, taking note that her load was getting lighter. She then used her biotics to punch a husk into a group of three other husks. She then turned around to kick another to the ground followed up by a boot to the face, crushing it into pulp. Another was about to release a charge, but she was faster as she tossed a grenade into it, causing it to fall to the ground.

Three hundred meters to go.

The Arbiter was now an utter whirlwind of melee destruction, slashing every second, downing husks left and right without stopping. In one hand was his energy sword and the other was him omni-tool. Shepard could stop and admire his blade work as an art, his movements, powerful, but still conservative, probably to save as much energy as possible. Two husks exploded and Shepard noticed that his shields seemed to be making a popping noise, which she knew to be the sound of a shield being overloaded and disappearing. Shepard was quick to put two incendiary headshots into their heads, watching them burn to ashes. The Arbiter let out a roar, grabbing a husk by the neck, the sickening sound of a crunch coming, followed by a wisp of air and a flying body into the horde. Another marauder tried to fire on him, but Shepard instinctively few in front and her shields took the brunt of the damage, retaliating with a shot to knock the gun out of the marauder's hand before shooting it dead.

Shepard could see James battle with a similar horde, but he was careful in his aim, making every shot do the maximum damage he could make it do. His fist came down on a husk as it tried to unleash a shield buster on him, but his strength was enough to knock it flat on its abdomen, and a shot to the back of the head put it down for good. Several pods came from out of the sky, as three marauders fired at him, forcing the lieutenant to run faster, moving to reduce shield damage, and also forcing him to spray with his avengers rifle. Shepard grabbed her sniper rifle and took the head off of one. They still continued to fire at James, to which he responded by throwing another grenade, then shooting at it, the explosion scattering them as well as several more husks.

Two hundred meters to go.

They all saw two brutes up ahead, the two giant creatures turning to face them. Their roars audible, they moved to intercept. Shepard pulled out her shotgun, quickly checking to see that it was loaded before aiming it. She and the Arbiter charged head-on, the first brute made an effort to swing at her, but she got down and slid for a few meters, taking shots at its head, sliding right underneath it, getting up and unleashing a nova blast, the brute reeling back slightly, but charging her already. She rolled to the side and sent her fist into the ground to deliver a slam. The brute roared back in challenge, swinging its arms in an attempt to knock her down. She responded with two more shotgun rounds to its face. Continuing to dodge the brute's arms in a circling maneuver, she unleashed another nova blast, continuing to anger the brute, then another slam into the ground to throw it back a bit before firing a final shotgun round into its chest.

She turned from her dead enemy to see the Arbiter riding on the back of a brute, his energy sword and omni-blade embedded into its back. The brute was trying to desperately to shake him off, but with no success. James took shots to keep the brute busy and distracted, and Shepard charged again, arming a grenade. The Arbiter noticed her coming and seeing the grenade in her hand, did a couple of quick stabs before doing a high jump into the air. Shepard took this moment to toss the grenade before taking a single shot, the grenade exploding in extreme proximity with the brute. The shockwave was enough to send it back, and James took the final shots, its eyes being taken out before it collapsed.

"Keep moving" Shepard shouted, "The Primarch's just up ahead."

One hundred meters to go.

The resistance was becoming surprisingly lighter than the several hundred meters they had just run, and that was never a good feeling. If the Reapers were holding out, then they should expect far more reinforcements. The Reapers had to have more, but at least they were having a slight breather, for all the good it could do them within the next few minutes.

The shuttle was now becoming clearer. There were at least four Turians surrounding the wreck, along with two more conversing closer to the wreck. When the soldiers saw the three, they lowered their weapons in shock and relief.

"Friendlies," one called out.

Shepard lowered her weapons and her biotics flickered and went out. She was drained. Continuous use of her biotics had begun to take its toll. Even a few minutes would give a boost. She began to slow her movements.

"You alright commander" James asked, "You seem a bit sluggish."

"I'm fine, lieutenant," Shepard dismissed, "I just need a moment to catch my breath, that's all."

James looked unconvinced, but he seemed to be in no mood to argue much, because he seemed winded like Shepard, although probably not to her extent.

The Arbiter had holstered his energy sword and his omni-blade, his arms crossed as he watched the husks gathering in numbers. Shepard could hear him breathing audibly, but he remained somewhat stable while standing there.

"Arbiter, you okay" she said, forcing her exhaustion down.

"No," he said bluntly, "I am not."

Shepard frowned. "Why?"

"My reasons are my own," he said curtly, "I do not wish to elaborate further, commander. Let us resume the task at hand."

Shepard would respond back, but she simply shut her mouth and let it go. They could bicker about this later.

"Fine," she relented, "but we're not finished."

He merely huffed, still not facing her.

Shepard turned to walk towards who she presumed to be Primarch Fedorian. He was speaking with one of his soldiers. Like his men, he, too, was armored and equipped to fight, but it didn't really look like it suited him. A politician dressing as a soldier was not exactly a common sight to see.

"Primarch Fedorian," Shepard stepped forward, "I've come to help. Commander Shepard of the Alliance Navy."

"I was hoping they would send more help," he said with a shake of his head, "But Commander Shepard? I certainly was not expecting this. I suppose this means that the situation is anything but good."

"Yes," the commander responded, "I've been directed here by General Corinthus. We need to get you out of here."

"Communications are completely jammed," he said, "the tower is disabled, and we're nowhere near it."

"Do you have an idea" Shepard inquired, "Even with your men, we can't hold here forever."

"We can send a short-wave frequency through this radio." he suggested, "Another shuttle might receive it. It will send a distress beacon with my code. If we're lucky, we can get a ship to find and retrieve us."

Shepard bit her lips. It was a desperate gamble at best. With the Reapers surrounding them, ships flying around this area was dangerous. They could easily be shot out of the sky, and even a convoy of patrol would not stand much of a chance. This wasn't reliable, but she didn't want to discount the idea, because for one thing, it would be far more difficult to try and bring the Primarch and his soldiers with them and trek back to the camp. They would lose someone along the way, Shepard knew this much, and if they lost the Primarch, the whole mission would further complicate, which would mean more time for the Reapers and less time for the galaxy. She had to find another way.

She couldn't leave Primarch either. He was too important to lose now, but with the communications tower down, she couldn't really hope for much. With her options limited and the time ticking away, she was going to have to try something truly daring. If she could get that tower back online, she might be able to call for help.

She turned to the Primarch.

"I'll send one of my teammates to repair the communications tower," she finally said, "Hopefully, we'll be able to get into contact with Palaven command and tell them you're alive."

"If you can do this," the Primarch commented, "I would be surprised."

"I may have a way yet," she replied, "I'll stay here with my other squadmate."

"If you insist on this, Shepard," he said, "But I still believe this to be an unwise course of action. One soldier will never breach this wall of husks."

"And this may be the only thing that will save us," Shepard continued, "It's risky, but it's a risk I have to take. Short frequency radios may not be enough. Between Reapers shooting everyone out of the sky and husks killing everyone on the ground, we're caught between a rock and a hard spot."

A moment of silence filled the air, but the sounds of war still could be heard in the distance. Without a need for a response, she turned to leave for the Arbiter, who still stood with his arms crossed, his posture still straight. His breathing had returned to a more stable beat, as well as her own.

"I've got something for you to do," Shepard spoke, "And I may be sending you to you death for it."

His eyes met her own and she was quick to respond to his inquiring gaze, simply telling him as it was. If he appreciated her bluntness or her demand, he showed no signs of it, but it was clear he would do it. She knew he couldn't really refuse her now.

"I will be in contact once communications are operational again," he replied.

"If we don't get into contact, get in contact with the general. Send him the coordinates for our locations."

"Understood."

He took off, his stealth engaging and then there was no more Arbiter.

"We've got hostiles on the radar," a Turian said, "And lots of them. Shepard, we could use your help about now."

"On my way. James, you've got the other side. Stay close."

"Roger that."

They both took to their respective sides, Shepard staying close to the Primarch, who had a pistol in his hands.

"You might want to stand back," Shepard warned.

"I may be a politician," he said, "But I'm a Turian as well. We do not back down from our enemies, commander. You, of all people, should know that."

How unusual that the Primarch of the Turians would be so willing to fight and die. Maybe she had underestimated him a bit, but then again, it should have come as no surprise to her. Everyone would fight back given the right situation.

Shepard heard the growl of a brute as well as some husks. She ducked into cover as marauder fire began to pour on their position.

"Target the marauders," Shepard called out, "Focus fire."

The Turians were quick to acknowledge her and began to focus on the once-alive Turian soldiers. Shepard pulled out her shotgun, and began to power up her biotics.
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Chapter 16: A Clear Channel

**Palaven, Trebia System**

** Apien Crest**

** March 8, 2186**

** 07:45 Hours**

** Arbiter P.O.V**

Thel 'Vadam expertly grabbed onto the next piece that his hand could grab. Climbing up this crater was not quick, but with all of his training was kicking in. Sangheili were always physically strong and were more than capable of scaling structures and natural landscapes. It was part of their physical training in their youth prior to entering into the military.

Using the strength in his legs, he kicked his way forward and propelled himself to the next ledge he could grab. He had scaled half the height in under two minutes, but every minute he wasted was more time that Shepard would be forced to defend her position along with Lieutenant James.

The Arbiter could appreciate her skills in battle. She was a warrior by nature, and she obviously had spent time perfecting and honing her skills, but he knew that she was not at the level that she should be at. She was a warrior, but she certainly was not a Spartan. While she was content to fight from cover and do short bursts of lethal damage.

Spartans were capable of being fast, aggressive, and almost invulnerable in battle. She was not physically augmented as Spartans were, so her strength was not really comparable to his own. She was trained to be a warrior, while the Spartans were bred to be a warrior like the Sangheili. Thel knew when a warrior was bred due to many factors.

Watching his companion the Master Chief in battle, he had determined that the human was nothing but a warrior. His silence, his precision, his masked faced, his calm, his professionalism, his dedication, all of these things made him into a bred warrior, but he was not without some compassion. He did show great care for his fellow humans, another trait that the Arbiter could see.

Shepard might be impressive in this galaxy, but in comparison to the Spartan, she was still relatively inexperienced. Impossible odds and impossible odds there were two entirely different things, and Thel could say that the "impossible odd" of this galaxy were not all that different or that difficult for that matter.

Then again, had he truly faced the most dangerous of foes yet? Were these Reapers holding back on their true power? If they were anything like the Flood Gravemind, they were intelligent, knowing of organics, and how best to use them to their advantage. Was he being arrogant and overconfident by dismissing them as he had been doing? He knew next to nothing about them apart from their ground forces, which were ineffectual against him. He did notice, however, that their ships were extremely durable and this Turian Fleet, supposedly the strongest in the galaxy, according to galactic lore, was getting annihilated thoroughly like child's play, and that was saying a lot.

Thel propelled himself to the next grip he could get. He was getting closer, but it was getting dangerous. Husks were dropping from the skies at an extremely rapid rate. If he did not hurry, all of the efforts here would be for naught if they were completely overrun. With this in mind, he began to push himself to scale faster. Lives depended on his haste, and Thel was not one to waste time.

The edge of the crater was within his reach. The sight of husks dropping towards him prompted him to activate his omni-blade to use the flat of the blade to swat the pests aside, and those that latched onto him, he headbutted and sent them sliding down the crater. His pace quickened and he about to reach the top now. With a final burst of strength, he grabbed the ledge with his hand, only to find that a marauder was waiting for him, pointing its rifle at his head. With lightning-quick processing, he quickly activated his energy dagger and impaled the creature and tossing it over the edge. Watching as it fell down the crater side. He was quick to pull his weight and felt the ground beneath himself. He turned to face the sight of the downed shuttle and the sound of near continuous fire in the distance. Shepard was no doubt having to fight multiple waves of the husks.

He turned to sprint off, trying to find the communications tower. He was looking really for anything suspicious that might lead him to the structure. He did not really know the specifics or what it looked like, but judging from the conversation he overheard from Shepard and the Turian general, he could only guess that the tower was in a somewhat isolated region or area given the general's report that it was surrounded to the brim with husks, brutes, and marauders, no doubt the Reapers were doing everything they could to stall. Thel was not so much concerned about fighting them physically.

The fight with the Reapers had led his memories back to the Flood Gravemind. Before he had considered the Spartan to be his comrade and brother, they were enemies, and yet, the Gravemind had brought them together, hoping to use them to serve its needs. It was trying to corrupt their minds with the truth. Although he had managed to escape the experience with no mental damage, he could not say the same for his Spartan companion. Thel did not know if the Spartan experienced any sort of mental problems. He had no doubt that the victims of the Flood probably suffered a great deal physically and mentally. According to Human scientists, the victims of the parasite experienced extreme pain of all kinds and usually succumbed to death before being completely converted into a Flood form.

And speaking of dead forms, several husks appeared from over the small hill, their bodies and eyes blue giving them instantly. Thel took shots with his borrowed rifle. The shots connected and felled two husks in one and a half seconds. He was quick to take the head off two more, the husks' head reduced to a messy pulp. Two marauders popped from cover to fire at him, his body shifting subtly to avoid the shots his hand tossing a grenade at one, waiting for a moment before firing at the hurled explosive, the ensuing explosion knocking the marauder to the ground. The other took shots at him, his shields flaring as they drained to a quarter. Thel took this time to shoot the weapon out of its hand before cloaking. Quickly circling around to decapitate it, and then shooting the other marauder still recovering.

For some strange reason, he could not help but feel that someone was watching him from afar. The Arbiter had learned the difference between paranoia and his senses actually sensing something legitimate, and this was definitely something to keep in mind. He could not say whether it was friend of foe that watched, but he would be mindful of this. He would cross the bridge once he was there; for now, the mission first.

The sound of a roar grabbed his attention and he listened carefully for the general direction. That sounded like brutes, and likely several of them. He would have to play this carefully. It was like going against Jiralhanae, the same strengths, that being brute force and high damage thresholds, but low intelligence, limited to charging mostly. If humans were good at one thing, it was naming each race of the former Covenant aptly. Calling the Jiralhanae by the crude term of brutes was about as eloquent as a creature of their standings could ever hope to achieve, and these brutes even less so due to their complete subservience to the Reapers. It seemed that the universe had a sense of humor as to make familiar enemies that he was completely trained and experienced with.

It became less quiet and more noisy, not surprisingly, as he expected, there was a concentration of Reaper forces around this area, and he could only surmise that he was getting closer to the tower. His footsteps were no longer quiet as stealth was no longer his primary concern. He might be attracting all of the notice on this moon and he would still carve a warpath, but war was all around. The sounds were deafening and plentiful, with screeches and gunfire and explosions from all sides, it hardly mattered what noise he made.

The Sangheili halted when he was greeted with a force guarding what he assumed to be a communications tower of some sort. It suddenly occurred to him that even if he were to destroy all of his enemies here, he did not really know what he would do to repair the communications tower. Perhaps this was not a wise course of action, but there was no turning back now. He needed to solve this problem. Maybe it would not be as difficult as he thought. Perhaps it was a simple repair, he did not know yet.

With two brutes and a handful of marauders guarding the tower, he would have to surprise them; taking down the marauders first would be ideal, then dealing with these brutes would be easy. The Arbiter could hope to take down two or three marauders in his initial attack before likely drawing lots of attention. He could also try and toss a grenade into the group and disperse them, but that would leave him at a disadvantage against the brutes as the explosion would likely not do much damage.

He slipped quickly into his active camouflage when a marauder looked his way, but the creature failed to confirm his presence. He was quick to sneak around the ground, talking cover just meters behind them. He reached for a grenade, being discreet so that the timer did not give off noise. He waited for several seconds, then tossed it, and charged forward. The explosion knocked the marauders off guard. Thel took the time to impale one on his omni-blade before turning the dead weight into a shield to block enemy fire. He then grabbed the body still on his blade and tossed it into another marauder, who collapsed. He followed up with a shot between the eyes. He then turned to the final marauder, which fired its rifle, taking down a portion of his shield, and he responded with a gaping hole in its chest.

As Thel turned around, he was too late to dodge a brute, which knocked him on the ground, his shields draining to a quarter. He was forced to dodge by rolling on the ground, the brute's foot missing him. He fired his rifle from the ground, which seemed to only anger it more than damage it. The other brute swung at the ground, to which he quickly put his hands up to absorb the blow. The brute was strong, but not fast, and Thel quickly activated his energy sword to relieve the monster of its arm, its face contorting. Thel turned to see the other brute charging again. This time, he sidestepped, plunging his sword deep into its abdomen, and exposing its innards. The brute hobbled a bit as the wound began to cripple it.

Thel aimed his rifle at the now exposed wounds, but he no longer had to as from behind him, several shots lanced out to take down both brutes, the shots hitting their already wounded parts. The brutes lingered, and then fell with a crash.

Thel paused, looking at them. This was the work of a marksman. A sniper was around here, and a superb one at that.

The sound of even footsteps told him he should turn around without drawing a weapon. Thel turned to see a Turian, sniper rifle in hand, walking towards him. He looked different than the others. He carried some sort of eye piece over his left eye, probably to better help him aim. His right side of his face appeared damaged, and looked to be replaced with cybernetics. His armor was blue of different shades, and he held himself in a straight gesture, military-like, but something else about this Turian made Thel question.

"I don't suppose you needed help," he said.

"And who are you," Thel asked neutrally.

"Name's Garrus Vakarian codename Archangel," the Turian replied, "I'm a damn good marksmen and I'm here to help."

**00000000000000000000**

**Garrus P.O.V**

Garrus watched the strange and familiar alien. It wasn't a Turian, but they did carry a bit a similarity. At first, Garrus had mistaken him to be a really large Turian, but after closer inspection, he could see the differences. This alien had two sets of mandibles, all of them with teeth line up, which was the mouth. The orange eyes weren't Turian at all. In all of his time travelling the galaxy, he hadn't seen eyes of that orange intensity in a while. This one was a warrior to the bone.

Garrus had been around the galaxy long enough to know that this guy was probably not a bad guy, and since he stood out, he assumed that meant that Shepard was here. Nobody ever brought company like Shepard did. She always did know how to get others to join her cause.

"That was not necessary," the alien said bluntly, "...but thank you anyway."

"No problem," Garrus answered, "But I don't suppose you're here to chat and kill Reapers. Shepard must have sent you here to repair that."

He pointed the tip of his sniper rifle at the tower. The alien simply nodded once.

"I don't want to insult your intelligence," Garrus began, "But you probably don't know how our technology works."

Garrus could pick up a hint of irritation or some sort of reluctance from his posture and his face. Although he was an alien, he was somewhat readable.

"I will not pretend to fully understand," he answered honestly, "So I suppose you will give me that support."

"Any squadmate of Shepard's is someone I can get behind," Garrus said, "But I'll need cover if I'm going to be repairing the tower. By the way, where is the commander? She alright?"

"She is for now," he answered, "But without this tower, she will be overrun by these husks."

"Then I'll get to work fast," Garrus said, "Just cover me while I do this. Shouldn't be too hard for you."

The alien grunted and proceeded to walk into an open part of ground to watch for enemies. Garrus began to climb the tower, activating his omni-tool and began to run a diagnostics of the entire tower, hardware and software both. He had set down his sniper rifle to do this, but he'd be ready to pick up his rifle and pop heads at a moment's notice, but he didn't think that he'd be needed to doing that, seeing as when the husks tried to attack the tower, they were instantly slain by his new-found ally, or rather Shepard's new-found ally. Wherever Shepard found this guy, she did a good thing of recruiting him.

The diagnostics showed that the hardware was intact more or less, but something inside the software had been tampered with, but nothing irreparable. It appears that some activity in the area had caused something in the tower to simply deactivate. It might have been the Reaper's doing, but fortunately, communications could still run at least.

While Garrus worked, he was dimly aware of the sounds of a roar. Giving a sideways look, he could see the alien slicing away at the husks with an omni-blade as well as a blue energy blade of sort. It might be an art, as the display was powerful, graceful, nimble, and experienced all at once, a rare and deadly combo. Garrus would spend more time marveling, but then his attention came when a husk was standing in front of him, which prompted him to grab his sniper rifle and head-butt the thing before stomping his foot on its corpse, a spray of fluid getting on him. Rubbing some of it off, he resumed his attention to what he was doing. He should know better than to get distracted like this.

As his repairing continued on, he could begin to get a distress beacon as well as some communication chatter from some nearby source.

_"Repeat, thi* ** ******der Shepard. Does ***one acknowledge," _a voice said loudly, _"We've got ****ers on all sides. **** backup. The Primarch ** ***** alive, but we need help."_

Garrus keyed into his comm.

"Shepard," he called, "Do you copy? Shepard?"  
><em>"Say again," <em>the commander said, _"this is She**** calling for help. At coordinates ********."_

Garrus cursed, tapping his omni-tool to try and tap into Shepard's signal in order to zero in on her location. So far, no squad had been successful in retrieving coordinates and getting out alive. Shepard would be the first to do so, but even she couldn't keep fighting if enemy numbers sustained like they were. This only made him work faster. He owed Shepard many things, and she was one of the few friends he had left in this even more screwed-up galaxy. His omni-tool began to narrow down his map to a more singular position. Shepard's signal wasn't going to be garbled at best even with the tower repaired. She was likely using a radio from the Primarch's downed shuttle or her own comm gear; it didn't really matter either way.

With the communications tower returned to full operation, but without a good connection to Shepard, and thinking fast, he keyed his comm. to General Corinthus.

"General," Garrus said, "I think I've found Primarch Fedorian and Commander Shepard. I'm sending the coordinates."

_"Acknowledge, Garrus, sir," _Corinthus replied_, "We're sending in a shuttle with an escort to get them."_

"Got it," Garrus acknowledged, "Be advised, though, the landing zone is hot with husks and other Reaper ground forces. I advise a quick strike. We're losing soldiers left and right."

_"Understood. General Corinthus over and out."_

Garrus pulled his arm from his earpiece and picked up his sniper rifle, only to find a huge spread of dead husks all around him, all dead in various fashions, and the only thing living was that alien. Damn, he had to ask for his name rather than thinking of him as just an alien. It didn't feel right to keep calling anyone that.

"Thanks for covering me, um," Garrus paused on purpose, hopeful to get a name or title, something was better than nothing.

"Call me Thel 'Vadam or the Arbiter," he replied, "Either one I acknowledge."

"Arbiter," Garrus said thoughtfully.

It sounded like this one carried this title with great importance. Maybe they were sort of alike in more ways than one. He'd have to ask about their culture later once they got out alive.

"We should head back to camp and get ready to rescue Shepard," Garrus continued, "No point in fighting this way without her."

"How important is Shepard," the Arbiter asked.

"Too important," Garrus responded, "She's the whole damn key to ending this war. There's no one else who fights like her, and she's the only one to have the guts to rally others to the fight. Without her, the galaxy burns."

Whatever the Turian sniper was expecting from his ally, it wasn't a simple nod of approval. The Arbiter, or Thel, seemed to simply think on it for a moment.  
>"There was another from where I come from like her," He said finally, "He was human like her, and he was the savior of the galaxy."<p>

If Garrus hadn't ever fought with Shepard, he might just say that this guy's probably lost his mind, but after the Sovereign and the Collectors and now the Reaper invasion, he wasn't sure if anything would ever really be impossible now. He could easily believe a tale like it, and now he was curious.

"Maybe you can tell me about it later," Garrus interrupted, "Let's just get back to camp."

Before he finished speaking, the Arbiter took off in a sprint, to which Garrus simply followed, trying desperately to keep up with his speed, but without success. By the time they'd bother reached the camp, he was taking some ragged breaths, but he didn't do much of it; he had Shepard to save.

Taking in a breath and letting it out, he turned to find the general speaking to General Victus.

_"I'll send reinforcements to get the Primarch, but we need to hurry. We might be suffering insurmountable problems if we keep this up."_

"I understand that," Corinthus could be heard, "But this is a priority."

"_Just get it done,"_ General Victus said finally.

Corinthus turned to see Garrus and the Arbiter approaching. He greeting them, facing them and giving them a nod.

"Welcome back, Garrus," he said "Thanks for getting that tower back online. Palaven Command's been chaotic since the attack began. With all the casualties-"

"I understand," Garrus said immediately, "And you've got the coordinates to the Primarch and Shepard."

"Yes," he answered,

"Think we can head over and help," Garrus asked, "I'm best when I'm on the field."

"We've got maybe one ship to spare." Corinthus warned, "Don't wreck it before you get there."

"Noted," Garrus replied. "We'll be back."
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Chapter 17: Expectations

**Palaven, Trebia System**

**Apien Crest**

**March 8, 2186**

**08:15 Hours**

**Shepard P.O.V**

Shepard was running low on ammunition. Having been under fire for nearly thirty minutes with little chance for a break or even a small breather. That was when she switched to using her biotics and doing maximum damage at close range along with her shotgun.

With the extra weight of her other weapons off her back, she could move more freely, dodge more easily, carrying only her shotgun and some assorted grenades, she used her biotics as frequently as she could. She sent another nova into the ground, letting out a cry as she did. Several husks were flung into the air. Another grabbed her and tried to maul her, but she slammed it to the ground and then put her boot down hard, crushing its head. She then obliterated another with a shotgun blast. A marauder was trying to take advantage of her distraction, so she charged her biotics and charged forward, hitting the marauder with more than enough force to strip any shielding and wound it, which followed with a decapitated head courtesy of her biotic punch.

She channelled her biotics to form a barrier around her to protect herself from incoming fire, taking a moment to check over the remains of the soldiers still fighting. James had taken to using all the ammunition to its fullest, taking headshots as much as possible. The rest of the Turian soldiers guarding the Primarch were just as busy, as virtually all sides were being attacked, and in large numbers. They were holding, but for how long? How long would it be until they were forced to begin using melee only? Their ammunition was limited enough as it was, and the Turians could only hold out for so long before they were overrun.

Shepard charged again, her biotics breaking ranks of husks and marauders, followed quickly by another nova to scatter them. Theses husks were incredibly dim, but persistent; the commander wasn't giving in because she couldn't do that now. Everything depended on her. Everyone would tell her: who else could lead the charge against the Reapers? Shepard might disagree out of merely being humble, but the fact remained that no one else could do it like she could, and it was her duty and privilege to serve and help in any way.

That being said, her attacks continued, her biotics now never relenting for a moment. Her weapon came around to slam into the face of a husk, which went down and she slammed her armored boot into its head. She then sent a charge into a marauder. The cannibals surrounding her tried to strike her, but she responded with a quick nova to the ground, sending her enemies flying and landing back to the ground with heavy thuds.

She quickly dodged to the side as a grenade rolled to her feet. The explosive detonated harmlessly around her. She unleashed a slam, watching as the cannibal rose and fell to the ground. She then casually tossed a grenade of her own, throwing a barrier around herself in order to intercept fire from her right.

"James!" Shepard shouted over her comm, "What's your status?"

"Still here," he replied, "But we're running low on thermal clips. We can keep this up for maybe five minutes at best."

"Goddammit," Shepard cursed loudly, "How many are left?"

_"What do you think?" James replied, "You're fighting them. I can hear you screaming from here."_

Shepard ignored the sarcastic remark and charged again. Hitting a brute dead-on, and unleashing a nova to further off-balance it. She followed with two shotgun shots to the face. The brute grunted in pain and growled before charging her. Shepard flipped out of the way with barely enough time, to avoid the hulking mass as it barreled down on the position she was once in. Shepard fired another blast from her shotgun, and then charged again, knocking the brute off balance for a split second.

She unleashed another blast, the damage enough to cause the brute to sustain obvious damage. She quickly followed up with a blast to the face. The brute shrugged off the wound and tossed a fist at her, the force of the blow was enough to send her to the ground flat on her back. The impact wasn't felt much through her armor, but she needed to get up quickly before she got charged again. Her shields were completely drained. Rolling almost into a headstand, she quickly jumped back onto her feet and did another biotic charge, her speed enough to evade the marauders firing and get her shields to recharge rapidly.

She didn't pause, but she felt like a mess. If she could see herself in a mirror, she had no doubt that she would look like hell and over. She was lucky to have sustained only minor bruises, but she couldn't keep doing this forever. Sooner or later, she was either going to have too many enemies to deal with at once or she was going to run out of energy herself.

Where the hell is my damn backup when I need it?

She was quick to retreat back into the cover of some rocks before patching into her comm again.

"Primarch," she shouted, "Status?"

_"The distress beacon is still sounding," he reported, "But we cannot confirm if any Turian forces are hearing or acknowledging, but I am picking up a lot of communications from here."_

She was forced to duck her head as a round scratched the surface of her cover and drained a fraction of her shield strength.

"Is there anything you can do to signal them or contact them?" Shepard demanded, "We're running low on thermal clips and we'll be sitting ducks soon."

Shepard's thoughts were interrupted as the area surrounding the husks, brutes, and marauders was instantly lit up in flames and explosions. Shepard didn't hesitate for a second, already guessing what it was, and it caused her to breathe a sigh of relief.

_"Hell yes!" James shouted, "Light 'em up!"_

Shepard wished that she could feel the same kind of excitement that James did, but the flames around her did nothing to ease her mind or move her emotionally. The flames only served to make her more stoic and from there, a small frown showed upon her face. The other Turian soldiers around her didn't notice her expression, only working to make sure that their fellow comrades were okay.

"Commander," a voice said, a very familiar voice.

"Garrus," she said quietly.

"Good to see you alive and well," the Turian said with a smirk, "Good to see that you're still battle-ready in your old age."

If there was one thing that made her day, it was one of her best friends, who had always been there for her when it mattered the most.

"How've you been?" Shepard asked, "I trust you've been busy?"

"I'm assisting the Turian leaders with combating the Reapers," he answered, "I'm their damn Reaper expert, for whatever good that will do us."

"I'm sorry I didn't see you immediately."

"Shepard, I've been to hell twice with you. I know you have a galaxy to save. Don't beat yourself up over me."

Shepard smiled a wide smile.

"I also met who I'm guessing is your newest team member," he motioned to the side, "I figured he's with you. The armor's far too decorative and ancient to be ours."

"Don't say that to his face," Shepard warned, "He's not one to be insulted."

"Got the memento loud and clear. Saw him take down husks, brutes, marauders, and cannibals easily. Reminds me of you."

"Speaking of the Arbiter," she questioned, "Where is he?"

The Arbiter was quick to emerge from stealth to join her. It didn't catch her off guard at all.

"Why were you cloaked?" she inquired.

"Does it matter?" the Arbiter spoke, "I simply do it out of habit if you must know."

She could deal with this later.

"The Primarch's being put on the shuttle. We'd better hurry before the Reaper ground forces gather again." Garrus informed her.

The Arbiter was the first to take to the nearest shuttle, with Shepard and Garrus on his tail. The shuttle took off as soon as it was filled to capacity.

The rocking of the shuttle didn't do much to ease her mind. Reapers could still open-fire on them if they weren't careful.

_"ETA to command post, two minutes."_

Shepard's gaze turned to the Arbiter, who was forced to sit in a seat so his body could remain upright. The other Turians took note of him, but none commented on him. It was a kind of look that Shepard received sometimes.

The shuttle began to rock a bit more, and everyone seemed to tense up at the situation that was now unfolding.

_"Reaper fighters incoming. Brace for a rough ride."_

The shuttle began to increase speed and everyone held onto their own grip. Garrus and the Arbiter seemed really unchanged by this sudden acceleration. Garrus had been through a lot with her, and at this point, she supposed that few things could get to him now. The Arbiter seemed...just unafraid of everything.

Not a word was said as the ride continued on and each second that everyone counted felt like far longer. Shepard took a breath and then held it, moving her left hand to her head to move her bangs out of the way of her eyes.

_"General Victus, we're in range now."_ the shuttle pilot said. _"Be advised. We have Reaper fighters on our tail. Requesting cover fire."_

Shepard could not hear the comm chatter on the other end and Garrus seemed to perk up at the mention of the name Victus. The general was probably someone he knew, she figured.

_"Acknowledged. The drop zone is clear. Beginning approach now."_

After a few more tense moments and smoothening of the flight, the side door opened and everyone emptied out, eager to be able to have visual awareness of their surroundings. The Arbiter got out after the Turians, followed by Shepard and Garrus.

"You might want to speak to the Primarch and the general Shepard." Garrus said.

"Yeah," she murmured calmly. "I'll do that."

Shepard gave Garrus a quick hand on the shoulder before trudging over quickly to where the Primarch stood, conversing with some of his soldiers. Shepard noticed that some shuttles had touched down, as well as some troops who looked less battle-worn. Things were beginning to look up even if just a little bit. All of them gave her a stare as she walked up to the Primarch talking to another Turian.

"Shepard," the Primarch turned, "I owe you my life, and now I ask what it is that you require. I know that your arrival here must be for something important."

Shepard didn't miss a heartbeat.

"I need the Turian fleet to help retake Earth," Shepard answered bluntly, "Anything else you can spare would help us."

The Primarch didn't move much, nor did his face give off much expression, but Shepard crossed her arms and waited patiently. She didn't doubt that he was having inner debates, otherwise he'd have answered back immediately as she did. His eyes refocused on her again as he spoke.

"The Reapers," Fedorian began, "have a choke-hold on Palaven. I cannot simply abandon our home to help Earth, I sympathize, but I cannot give that kind of support."

"I understand," Shepard sighed, "And that's why I'm telling you this: we believe that we've got a Prothean device of some sort, something to end this war once and for all."

That got the Primarch's attention as indicated by his mandibles moving slightly in what Shepard recognized as disbelief, but she continued on despite this.

"Already, the remains of the Human fleet are gathering resources to build it, but we need all the help we can get to complete it, and Turian support would bolster our chances against the Reapers."

Another few moments of pause followed. He seemed to be really thinking this over a lot. Shepard was rather surprised that he was being very amenable to talking with her. Politicians often didn't see eye to eye with her, but the circumstances were probably the reason for this.

"We need to secure Palaven before we can help Humanity," he said, "With the casualties we are sustaining, we need the help of the other races, mainly the Krogan from what General Victus says."

Shepard didn't say anything, but she was doing a lot of processing. This might be difficult for anyone else, but she had connections with Clan Urdnot, and Wrex and Grunt came to mind immediately. If anything, they'd help her. She considered them close friends like Garrus.

"I'll work on that," she said finally, "But in the meantime, the war summit still requires you to be there."

"Of course," Fedorian said, "I will come aboard the Normandy once things settle here."

Shepard nodded, sensing the presence of Garrus nearby,

"Caught between a rock and a hard spot," Garrus observed, "You had to do the same thing Shepard? Leave Earth behind?"

"Yeah," Shepard gritted her teeth, "It was like watching hell being made."

Garrus looked to the horizon, watching one of the Reaper ships walking the moon surface and scorching whatever got in its way with its main energy weapon.

"They want my advice on how to beat that," Garrus motioned, "Command must've lost their minds."

"That's why I'm here, old friend," Shepard teased, "To save your ass."

"Actually," Garrus argued, "I've saved you numerous times."

"Rub it in my face why don't you," Shepard smirked.

"I've got more scars than you do," Garrus responded, "I think that speaks for itself."

Shepard laughed quietly, looking out of the corner of her eyes to see the Arbiter staring off into the distance of the war field.

**00000000000000000000**

**Arbiter P.O.V**

The mission had been accomplished. The Turian Primarch had been successfully rescued and now some actual progress might be achieved, but only some progress.

From the way the Turians were being swiftly dealt with here, it was clear that they required allies, and when the name Krogan was mentioned, it was one that was not spoken lightly.

It seemed that Shepard had to find a way to fight off the Reapers while also uniting a galaxy. The former was the "easy" part while the latter was the more difficult.

Uniting an entire galaxy was extremely difficult as the Arbiter himself knew. When the Sangheili first came to Humanity to forge an alliance, both sides had those who were strongly opposed to the idea, but in the end, sharing a mutual enemy, the alliance was made. The Sangheili's pride took a blow, but their pride would be the worst of their troubles if the San'Shyuum exterminated both Human and Sangheili alike.

Shepard faced a similar dilemma, uniting a galaxy against an enemy that wanted the complete extermination of all life in the galaxy. The difference was that all species with the strength had to unite, not just several, and the task would be anything but easy. Shepard might just be capable of doing so. She was more than a soldier, that much was apparent, but was it enough?

Thel closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. He was doing battle, but he could not help but feel the need to command again. Just as much as he was a warrior, he was a commander. He missed that feeling, watching over his fellow Sangheili, and these Turians were only serving to make him think of them more. The two were similar in some ways, perhaps a bit too much for comfort.

They look similar enough to Sangheili for me to question if we really are that different.

"Arbiter," a voice said.

He really did not care to answer Shepard, but they were probably due to leave soon, and he felt great reluctance to leaving these Turians to combat the Reapers.

"We are leaving," Thel stated.

"Yes."

Without looking at her, he turned to see a shuttle painted in Alliance colors and simply got in along with the Primarch and Garrus. Shepard was last, and from there, it was a short ride into the battle raging in the space. Nobody seemed bothered by it, likely that the battles had taken their tolls, making everyone numb with the feeling.

As soon as they all departed, Shepard was quick to take the Primarch elsewhere on the ship. The Human called James simply retreated to another part of the shuttle bay to work. The Arbiter felt content to simply remain in the space of the other end of the shuttle bay.

Feeling the need to do some of his own practicing, he activated his omni blade along with his energy sword. As long as he did not cut anything, it would not matter how long the energy sword was activated. Energy was only expelled if cutting.

He began to recall some of his most early training, his arm holding the omni blade on his right arm doing a series of elaborate maneuvers. Without his wrist to provide more maneuverability and options, he was forced to find a means to compensate for that. The blade was almost without weight, which worked just fine for him. The first few slashes were meant to test his ability to slash with rapidness and without difficulty. When he determined that the blade was easy to use, he began to do many more experimental swings with it in order to test how to best utilize the weapon; its shape and the way it was meant to be wielded suggested it was more of an offensive weapon meant to obviously impale an enemy. Maybe some slashes at certain angles would be acceptable, but without the ability to maneuver as much, he would be held at a disadvantage in a fight with an experienced sword-master.

So maybe this weapon should be used less as a primary weapon and a more ambush weapon of sort. It made sense to use a surprise strike against an enemy with some semblance of intelligence.

As he worked, he continued to mostly ignore his surroundings, but his senses were not completely occupied as at one point without looking away from his blade work, he knew that someone was watching him.

He continued to twirl the blades for a few moments more before stopping and pausing, giving whoever was watching a chance to respond, and they thankfully took to the opening quickly.

"You practice often?" Shepard's voice asked.

He turned to face her, but still continued to work his blades while paying attention to her. She had changed from her armor into a black Human jacket with an N7 insignia on the right side. Stripes of white and red ran down the arm sleeves, and both arms were crossed and her head was tilted slightly, indicated some interest.

"Training is important," the Arbiter replied,

"You're quite the swordsman," she commented, "How long have you been doing this?"

"Since I was a child. The best career for any Sangheili is to become a warrior and serve in the military."

"That's sort of how Turians are: strict, disciplined, and focused."

He said nothing in response to her statement. There was no need to say anything.

"I don't suppose you can teach that to anyone," she continued.

That made the Arbiter stop and deactivate his energy sword and retract his omni blade. It appeared that Shepard had taken an interest in sword combat, and it was no surprise. Humans often seemed to marvel at the Sangheili combat style. Few Humans could out fence a Sangheili Zealot. Even the Spartan was still learning his way around a sword. If it was his friend that had asked him, he would gladly consider it, because he had the patience and the experience, but Shepard, she was different. Perhaps she was not as young as the Arbiter thought her to be, but she certainly did lack a Spartan or Sangheili's discipline.

"Being a sword-master is extremely difficult," Thel deadpanned, "And to carry an energy sword in our society signifies a warrior with a considerable amount of skill or experience and both more often than not."

"I can learn," Shepard bristled, "I might not be as physically capable, but I've been in the military ever since I was of legal age."

Shepard certainly was no child, but she certainly was not too old, but perhaps she had seen enough combat to warrant her skills at the level of a veteran.

Why was he thinking this over so much? It should be a simple yes or no question. She either had the skill or the potential to learn or she could not, and she did have at least one of those, but he needed to be certain.

"Have you ever held a sword?" Thel questioned.

"It's been a while," Shepard confessed, "But I've got some training with small melee weapons and some blade training. Learned it from N7 training."

Not really the response that he sought, but he supposed that perhaps that would easily be negated if he drove her to her limits.

"You do realize what you ask for?" he warned, "I will treat you no differently than my fellow Sangheili and I will not hold back."

"I'm not afraid," Shepard said confidently, "I've earned my scars."

After another moment of consideration, he finally relented, but he still was not convinced that she would live up to his expectations, but Shepard was certainly welcome to convince him otherwise.

He casually tossed the blade to her, which she caught. She quickly found the activation switch and the blade shot to life. She held it, analyzing its blades and doing a few experimental swings before getting into a stance.

A really predictable and undisciplined stance.

This was going to take a lot of work, the Arbiter could tell.

**There was a bit of a delay, but I'm still here. Expect the next chapter next week. There will at least be one chapter between missions.**
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** SSV Normandy SR-2**

** En Route to Sur'Kesh**

** March 8, 2186**

** 11:30 Hours**

** Shepard P.O.V**

The sword felt strange in Jane Shepard's hand.

For one, it was unlike any sort of melee weapon she had ever seen. She couldn't even recall a holo-movie that had something even remotely like it, and she had seen a lot of movies during her childhood life. The two blades were crafted with elegance and beauty in mind, but Shepard had seen first-hand that it was almost always a one-hit weapon. The energy sword could easily pierce through shields and armor without much effort.

Secondly, the design itself with the two blades and the grip it was meant to be held in was really alien to her. The weapon being lightweight or virtually weightless wasn't a surprise. That was the plus with energy weapons, but with the negated weight meant lots of training. Unlike metal swords and blades with weight. One could easily cut themselves. The blade felt a bit large in hand, but it was the Arbiter's weapon, and made for him or his species.

Shepard spent a few moments getting a feel for the weapon. What weapons training in knives and sword combat that she could recall was trying to comprehend the weapon she now held, but she wasn't getting the right grip. The weapon hummed with energy as she continued to shift the weapon and get into position. The Arbiter said nothing, merely holding his sword and waiting for her. She was grateful that he was at least tolerating her inexperience with the weapon.

He said nothing, but his eyes watched her like a hawk as she faced him, the sword in her hand pointed at him. He held his sword at his side, the points at the ground.

"Attack me," he said simply.

Shepard didn't move for a moment, but she was quickly trying to come up with a means to attack. She wouldn't pretend that she had a strength advantage, but she might be small enough to be more maneuverable. Maybe she could put on a burst of speed and get by him. She quickly closed the distance, her blade making contact with his own. She tried to make a slash for his side quickly, struggling to get the blade to do what she wanted it to do. The Arbiter merely shifted his arm to parry her own block, hardly moving the rest of his body. She tried again for his other side, but he only moved his arm again to meet her strike.

The commander certainly wasn't expecting to be this good, but she felt like the Arbiter was making a show of his superiority. She tried a single impale, his body shifting slightly and the blade missing him by half a meter. She tried an undercut slash, his two blades snagging her blade. The blade was wrenched from her hands and the hilt collapsed to the ground, the blades deactivating. The Arbiter held the blade to her chest, but didn't move further.

"The first lesson to sword combat," the Arbiter began, "is that you must be completely aware of everything your opponent is doing."

That lesson didn't really sound new like she had never heard of it before, but for this particular form of combat it was.

"You were only focusing on attacking," he continued, "While I was parrying and finding ways to counter you."

He picked up the fallen blade and tossed it to her.

"Again."

The blade came to life again, but this time, Shepard wasn't so quick to charge. She held her gaze at him, watching him for any signs of what he might do. They circled each other for a time, but no one seemed inclined to strike first.

Then the Arbiter sprang at her, surprising her with his speed. She barely had enough time to parry his blow. Right away, she noticed that he wasn't hitting with as much force as she knew he was capable of, no doubt to at least give her some leverage.

She dropped to the ground and tried to undercut him, but he was quick to jump back far out of her reach, then charging again. She rolled out of the way as his blade came down. She could hear a slight noise as his blade made slight contact.

She was quick to rise and circle around him and try to ambush him, and he maneuvered in position to meet her, shifting his forearm to have the flat of his blade meet her edge. He was quick to throw her blade off his, and she backed down before renewing her attack, not wanting to give him a moment of time to recover.

That proved to be her undoing, as stepped out of her path and tripped her. She fell flat on her back and could do nothing as a blue blade came into her view, and remained still.

"The second lesson," he began, "Learn to read your opponent's next move, before it happens."

He removed the blade from her sight and held a hand for her, which she grabbed, and he lifted her off the ground. She noticed that she had dropped the blade again, and went to retrieve it.

"In your effort to keep me on the offensive, you neglected to mind you own state of battle. Find new methods of fighting, and always be prepared to deal with all forms of opponents. Always watch your opponents for clues as how to fight."

He was giving her general advice, but he wasn't saying anything in regards to specifics of combat, and he wasn't too keen on giving her any helpful hints or tips.

"I feel like I'm missing something," Shepard commented.

"These things take time," the Arbiter answered, "And you are certainly no Sangheili,"

"Then how would I fight," Shepard asked.

She felt just a bit insulted.

"You should ask yourself that," he replied, "You fight like a human, not like a Sangheili. Play to your strengths. Improve upon your weaknesses. Imitation indicates a weakness."

_My strengths, _Shepard thought carefully.

Well, she supposed, for starters, she was a biotic, and maybe that was just the thing she needed to incorporate into her combat. Her biotics gave her the means to increase her strength and her speed. She might be able to at least be able to withstand him a bit longer.

She was also a capable user of unorthodox methods. The primary reason she was an effective fighter was that she had studied textbook ways to fight and used something different, especially in close combat. Whatever close combat lessons she had during her early training in N7 had stuck, as being the kind of warrior she was demanded that close quarters combat be her strong suit. She wasn't an expert by any standards, but she could take down multiple opponents, but so could the Arbiter, and really easily.

"Again," he said, interrupting her thoughts.

Shepard activated the blade again, recalling the Arbiter's words, trying to get back into the right mindset. So many things that she had to keep in mind, not that it was a problem. There was a reason that she was spearheading the war against the Reapers. She had to be great at a lot of things.

**00000000000000000000**

**Arbiter P.O.V**

The first two times that Shepard had fought, he saw the improvements she was trying to make, and he did give her credit for taking his words seriously, but regardless of her level, he was not going up let up on her, otherwise she would never really learn anything from him, and wasting time was something that Thel absolutely despised.

This struggle to turn her into a worthy sword-wielder reminded him much of his days before he enlisted as part of the Covenant. He was a Sangheili proud to serve the military, and much was expected of him. Bearing the name of 'Vadamee, he was expected to do great things and more. His family was known for its military and naval prowess, and he was no different. Even as a child, his father taught him how to fight, how to strategize, and how to survive.

He reasoned that Shepard had not gone through the same intensity or frequency of combat training as he did, but she was still a respectable warrior in her own right. Teaching her this was sort of on a whim, not the most ideal way to be introduced, but the commander seemed committed to this for now, so he saw no reason to deny her, but he was still doubtful of her.

It had taken years of training for him, and more, as virtually all of his life had been spent honing his skills to better himself. That was why he was a hand-on commander as the Humans said. If he remained in space for too long, his edge would dull, and then he would die a dishonorable death for not being prepared enough. Most Sangheili knew of his capabilities, and few had the ability to face him in single combat and be on par with him.

Shepard simply had to be pushed a bit more than what she was use to, and she could improve more, but with the war going on, what could he really teach her? At best, he maybe had months or maybe a year, because at the rate that the Reapers were tearing through Citadel forces as quickly as they did the Turians, they did not have much time left, but was it so wrong to indulge the Human?

He situated himself back into a defensive stance and stared at her.

"Again," he urged on.

She picked up the blade, and still hesitating with the grip, still trying to adjust to the handle. They both circled around each other, watching for signs of what they were to do. Shepard would no doubt try something different than the previous two times, and the Arbiter would be ready for it.

The Arbiter noticed that a few people had taken notice of their fighting going on, particularly the Human called James. He watched with mild interest, and there was the other one, Kaidan, he recalled. They did not say anything, but they watched with mild interest as the two renewed their combat

He noticed her biotics flare to life, and he braced himself. She had taken his advice to use her strengths to more than just physical combat. Biotics was unlike anything that he ever seen. It had been a theory that the Forerunners had possessed strange abilities that were rare, and while Thel was not afraid in the least, he did see what kind of edge it gave the commander.

She charged, but her speed was much faster than before, but he still brought the blade up to parry, then performed two rapid strikes, forcing her to step back. She tried to come back, and he met her head-on. As the two blades, Thel could actually feel some resistance in her blow. Taking in mind her increased strength and speed, he began to watch her carefully, while also keeping in mind of the environment. She slashed again, and he sidestepped, the blade cutting where he once was. He struck again, with an overhead strike, the commander holding her blade horizontally to block him. Taking advantage of her disorientation, he engaged his active camouflage, reducing his movements so as to remain as quiet as possible. Shepard, meanwhile, was looking intently around her, watching for him. He was careful to maintain a safe enough distance in order to be able to reach her quickly, but still far enough for her not to suspect him being that close.

Her eyes were darting back and forth, watching for him. She then looked in his direction and stared, before bringing her blade up and charging at him. He was quick to activate his energy blade and block the attack. She hit again, this time with more strength, probably hoping to test how far her biotics could enhance her strength. Her speed was also beginning to increase along with her strength as well as her determination. The Arbiter could see it in her eyes that she was searching for something, anything to give her an advantage. He applauded her for how she was trying to improve.

But ultimately, when she tried to improve in whatever capacity she could, it was not enough. She lacked many things still.

Exerting more strength, he executed another overhead strike, strong enough for Shepard to stagger to the ground, the intertwined his blade's two edges between her own blade and flicked his wrist, wrenching the blade away from her. He held the blade tips against her throat. She dared not to move, and her biotics still flared, but she was anything but submissive. At least if she was not adequate with sword combat, she was at least not afraid to fail or die.

His eyes flickered to the human Kaidan, who seemed to be just a bit distressed at the sight of him holding Shepard at the tips of an energy sword. This kind of worry was not just that of a comrade, but something more. There was something more, that much was obvious, so he quickly deactivated the blade and hesitated a moment before offering Shepard a hand again.

She too hesitated for a moment before accepting his hand.

"Thanks, Arbiter," she said, her breath somewhat shallow.

"You can thank me when you have shown greater improvement," he said, "You show potential, but the choice of whether you want to continue is up to you. I will not force nor compel you to do this."

"I get that," she said annoyingly, "and like I said before, I'm not going to shy away from something that I didn't get right the first time."

A very light chuckle erupted from the Arbiter. Stubborn as ever, he could see.

"I have trained with Humans," he commented, "I have fought with Humans before, but you, Commander Shepard are...in a group of Humans that are far above the norm."

"Um," she hesitated, "Thanks, I guess?"

Now was a good time to make a grand exit, and he had a good circumstances right now to leave.

"I believe that your Major wishes to talk to you."

Before she could respond, he walked off, retreating to the elevator. He needed to find some company that was not Shepard. The Arbiter had given her enough time, but there were many others around. Perhaps they were a worthy distraction.

The last thing that he heard before the elevator closed was that of the commander and the major speaking to one another, their voices too hushed for him to make out conversation.

**00000000000000000000**

**Kaidan P.O.V**

Kaidan had been watching Shepard's newest squadmate, the Arbiter, battle with the commander, and normally, he wouldn't be worried about this. Shepard was the most dangerous combatant that he had ever seen in his time in the Alliance and within Citadel Space. She was a very powerful biotics, able to take on all forms of ground troops with deadly force. She was also a capable unarmed fighter as well as marksman. In all his time knowing her, Kaidan hadn't ever been worried about her, at least not a lot.

This was different, however, because Shepard was now completely out of her element. Sword combat was not something she had experience with, and it showed in how she fought. The Arbiter was a different story, as he fought with practiced ease and experience. The ferocity and intensity of their battle was quite a spectacle, the sound of the two blades clashing and their struggle the main source of noise in the shuttle bay.

When the Arbiter had her beat and held the blade too close for comfort, Kaidan's first instinct was to intervene, and he thought about it. Then he watching the two, as neither the Arbiter nor Shepard moved, and then the situation diffused quickly as the battle ended and the Arbiter helped Shepard up.

The Arbiter surprised him by noticing that he seemed eager to talk to Shepard, and Kaidan supposed that he should feel grateful that the Arbiter helped him out.

James too took the hint and left to his little section of the shuttle bay and went about his own business.

Now the rest of the crew was the last thing on his mind. His nerves were...he wasn't really sure what he was feeling. A bit a fear, a bit of anxiety, a bit of guilt, a bit of everything negative, things that he usually didn't dwell on too much. Moping wasn't his thing, and as a soldier in the Alliance, he had a duty, and that overrode any doubts he had about himself, but this was something that could not be fixed by burying it in the past.

In all of his time serving the Alliance, Kaidan had grown to give respect to those who deserved it, regardless of race. Character was what he searched for, and with this ability to be lenient towards alien races, he could easily make friends with aliens. As he progressed through the ranks, it became known to him that aliens and Humans were far more alike than people care to admit. There were good people, and there were not-so-good people, nothing that Humans weren't familiar with.

When he had met Shepard for the first time, he already knew who she was. She was a war hero and was Alliance in blood, as both parents had served in the Alliance. She was like him, judging by character, not by prejudice. Whenever she wasn't fighting, she tried to make piece, and she was damn good at it too. She was understanding, compassionate, and easily made friends. She was one of the most likeable people anyone would ever meet. She could be forgiving beyond all reason to the point where Kaidan questioned whether she was a soldier or an angel.

Given her character, he shouldn't be afraid now, but he was, because this topic was one that needed to be discussed. Would she be as amenable now?

Kaidan then turned to face Shepard. Her emerald eyes were giving him her full attention. He wouldn't try to avoid it; he had to fix this before it got worse.

"Shepard," he began.

He paused. He sounded impersonal when referring to her last name.

"Jane," he corrected, "I...owe you an apology."

"For what," she asked.

"For not being there for you," Kaidan continued, "I said that I loved you, but I haven't been there for you. When I met you on Horizon, I was in denial that you were alive, and I turned my back on you."

She said nothing, and she didn't move, only held her position with her arms crossed, still waiting for him to finish. He didn't know whether this was a good sign or a bad sign, but there was no turning back now.

"In that moment, I was exactly like the Citadel Council," he explained, "I didn't believe you. I was blind to the truth. I wanted to believe you, but I let my pride get in the way of that."

He stepped in closer to her, and she seemed to relax as her hers went back her side. They were not very close to one another, and Kaidan felt a flicker of hope.

"Now that you're back," he spoke, "I want to make things right, I don't doubt you now, and I'd gladly walk into hell and back with you."

She still said nothing, but she still held him in her sights. Her eyes watched him, and he let it be known that he felt guilt over turning her back on her when he did. He did love her, and he did care deeply for her, and he knew that he wouldn't ever be able to fix what he had done, but maybe he could atone for it. Maybe the two of them could just get back together again, back to how it use to be.

She finally spoke.

"Kaidan," she took a breath, "I do appreciate that you want to move past what's happened, and I want more than anything to forgive you."

His mouth began to let a faint smile show.

"But things have changed," she continued "I've changed; I'm not the same Jane Shepard that died two and a half years ago."

Now he was worried. What was she trying to say?

"Cerberus may have rebuilt me to be the original Jane Shepard or as close as they could get," she said, "And they spare no expense in doing so. Over four billion credits were spent on me to resurrect me so I could save those colonists from the Collectors, but they failed."

Kaidan's eyes widened at that little fact. He knew that Cerberus had invested a lot into Shepard, but he didn't know that it cost that much to bring her back.

"As I embarked on my own mission, it made me question whether I was the same person I was back when Sovereign was our enemy. I fought Saren and Sovereign to save lives, but when I wanted to finish what I started, the Normandy was impounded. The Alliance forced me to disobey orders and stop the threat. I felt...betrayed. The Alliance didn't listen to their Council Spectre that they wanted to represent Humanity."

"When the Collectors started abducting the Human colonies, the Alliance didn't help those colonists when they needed help the most. Cerberus gave me the resources and I assembled a team to follow me into another living hell and stop the Collectors. The Alliance had nothing to do with that either. It was my mission and my team, and I was leading the charge.

"And when I destroyed the Alpha Relay to the galaxy time, the Alliance arrested and relieved me of duty, and they might as well branded me as a war criminal. And when the fate of Humanity rests in the balance, I was finally reinstated in an act of desperation."

She took a deep breath before continuing.

"The Alliance was never there when I needed help the most. I've always had to take action when they wouldn't."

There was an obvious bitterness in her voice, and her eyes, though suppressing emotions, were showing signs of betrayal, anger, and frustration. Kaidan didn't argue back. She had a right to vent. Still, it was unnerving to see her like this.

But what she was was true. The Alliance hadn't always seen eye-to-eye with Jane, and they were all paying the price for it now by facing the very possibility of total extinction. They hadn't been there for her when she needed them to be.

But worst of all, Kaidan's mind clicked at what else she had hinted: his own betrayal

She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, taking a deep breath before refocusing her attention and continuing.

"I'm not who I once was. The Commander Shepard you once loved and cared for, the one who was proud to serve the Alliance, she is dead. The Commander Shepard that's standing in front of you is not her. I'm at a serious disagreement with the Alliance, but I do my duty because if not me, then who else will save the galaxy?"

Kaidan struggled to face her, faced with the harsh reality of her words. She did deserve better, and time and time again, she had been turned down, supported only by the crew that had assembled, and he had failed her. She didn't forgive him.

"I'm sorry, Kaidan, but I can't do this. How can you expect me to go back to the way things were when things have changed completely?"

"I…" he stuttered, "I…"

He was close to losing his cool, far too close.

Shepard took his hand and looked him in the eyes.

"But I still do care about you. I won't abandon you, but we're different people now, and I think we have to move on. I'm...sorry, but there's no other way."

Kaidan was still feeling the pain, but...she was right as well. Things weren't the same between them.

Shepard then embraced him, and he did so back, and he struggled to hold back his emotions. Things weren't ever going to be the same, so he held onto her tighter. This would the last time...

**Thanks to Mesnakesta for being my beta-reader for this chapter.**

**Thought about the Kaidan part for a while. I hope it makes some sense.**

**REVIEW! These are the reason I write in addition to my love of writing. Like always be honest and give me any ideas about what I can do to make it better. Story ideas can be PMed to.**

**Hoped you guys enjoyed reading, and remember, family and loved ones are far more important than egos.**

**Peace!**
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**SSV Normandy**

**En Route to Sur'Kesh**

**March 8, 2186**

**12:00 Hours**

**Liara P.O.V**

Liara tapped away at her console, linking into her vast network of agents across the galaxy. Her work was extensive and very time-consuming, but she found much peace in her work, much like during her years in archaeological dig sites, before the Geth forced her into a Prothean stasis bubble. That was not a good time for her. It was worse when she cowered while Shepard and her squad fought. It made her all the more determined to know how to better defend herself.

So she taught herself to shoot, to better hold a gun, and she had gotten much better at it. Time spent with Shepard during the hunt for Saren and the Conduit was the catalyst for her desire to become better. After the Normandy was destroyed, she continued to invest time into combat training as well as becoming an information broker. She was not quite as good as Shepard was, but she could say with confidence that she was far stronger than before. Her biotics had also evolved and she had many tricks that she had developed.

In her earlier years, she would never think that she would get into information brokering; all she had a passion for was archaeology, and the Protheans in particular. She still did, and occasionally, she would use her resources as the Shadow Broker to find artifacts where she couldn't before. The benefits of being the Shadow Broker could be useful and enjoyable, and ever since Shepard had returned from the Omega-4 Relay, Liara knew that she had to do something. The Reapers were coming, and anything the Protheans had was worth investigating, even the most insignificant of data was something she would investigate upon, and her work had paid off, and now the last hope for the galaxy was being constructed. She didn't have nearly as much time as she had then, but she still hadn't forgotten her love for ancient history, or alien cultures in general.

The door to her cabin opened and she didn't turn her head. She assumed that it was Shepard come to check up on her for something else.

Then Glyph's voice came in to cause pause.

"Unidentified species entering," he said, "Greetings, I am Glyph, Dr. Liara T'Soni's personal assistant VI. How may I help you?"

Liara turned to face the doorway. Shepard's newest teammate – the Arbiter – stood in the doorway, his head glancing in the direction of the drone as it moved. This wasn't the first time that Liara had stared at him, but he interested her greatly.

Liara didn't want to appear overeager, as the Arbiter, from what she had seen, was a very stoic and focused leader, far more so than even Shepard was, and that was saying a lot.

"Am I interrupting your work?" he asked carefully.

"No," she answered, "It is quite alright. I've been meaning to find a distraction from my work. There is a lot to do."

He nodded and took to gazing around the room. Liara noticed his movements, all of them calm and not rushed. He must not have much to do either. Maybe now was a good time to initiate a conversation.

"What is all this for?" he asked, his gaze taking in the room.

"This is all information," Liara said, "Information that can help us to defeat the Reapers. I found the Prothean device that may help us."

"The Protheans," he emphasized, "Who are they?"

"The Protheans are the race that came before us," Liara said, "They were thought to have created the Mass Relays and the Citadel, but that is the work of the Reapers. The Protheans were once the ruling species, one of the few space-faring races of their time."

The Arbiter stared at her, as if deciding whether to believe her story, like he could not believe it. Those orange eyes were something else, and Liara couldn't say she had seen anything like it.

"I see," he said, "And the Reapers killed them?"

"Yes," Liara sighed, "But they did give us a chance to stop them."

He said nothing in response, but Liara was patient, and if he had anything to say, she would listen. She was patient almost to a fault, because she had to be.

"In our galaxy," he began reluctantly, "Our technology is derived from a race that came before us. They were called the Forerunners."

That got Liara intrigued.

"They were the masters of the galaxy," the Aribter said. "They created the technologies and advances that all races of our time use."

"What is your galaxy like?" Liara asked, immediately interested.

"Much different than your own. We have only known the humans for little over twenty-seven earth years. Our relationship with them is developing, but promising. They are much the same as the human within this galaxy: headstrong, impulsive, confident."

Liara would agree that Humanity did, at times, think highly of themselves, and being the fastest race to join the Citadel Council was probably serving to boost their egos further. Humans were a species of many things. Human history was comprised of many things: knowledge, war, history, peace, lots of things, a very diverse species with so many variations that sometimes one could place certain traits with that of other species.

"Yes," Liara agreed, "Humans are very intriguing."

"But the Sangheili respect the humans," the Arbiter spoke, "They are willing to fight for their homes, and their own kin. They are also respectable warriors."

"Are your people a warrior's race?" Liara asked.

"We are. Sanghelios, our homeworld, is comprised of warriors from multiple families. I am of the 'Vadam family, a proud family. Each of our members has served in the military, and I was expected to as well. Many expectations were placed upon me, and I took it upon myself to surpass and exceed those expectations. I have dedicated my life to military discipline, training, and strategy."

"The Turians are much like you are," she commented.

"Yes, as I have noticed," he said, "I have respect for them."

When he spoke, his words seemed to be more than just words. He carried weight and authority, much like Shepard did. Given his rank, he must be such.

"What is the role of the Arbiter?" Liara asked.

"The Arbiter is the leader of the Sangheili," he explained, "The absolute peak of a Sangheili in combat, strategy, and leadership. The title is only bestowed upon those who have the capacity to see our people through the most difficult of times and lead them."

"How long have you fulfilled the role?" Liara asked, now very interested.

"Not for long," the Arbiter said, "But I had to be the one. I was one of the few who wanted to work with the Humans. For much time, Humans and Sangheili were not the greatest of allies, but when we shared mutual enemies, we joined forces. From there, we forged an alliance. Had I still been there, we might be further negotiating."

In a way, this was sort of like discovering a dead race, and it was fortunate that she was speaking to an influential leader, someone important to his people, someone who had clearly seen quite a lot in his time. His voice marked years of experience and practice. His voice was powerful, but Liara could believe that it may also be reassuring, and perhaps even soothing. The Arbiter could just as easily be threatening as he was comforting.

There was, however, certain questions that were still unanswered. Liara hadn't gotten this far as the Shadow Broker without knowing how to gauge certain things from people, including, but not limited to personality, status in society, hints of traps, and really anything that hinted that someone was hiding something. Someone with secrets was someone of interest to her, as dealing with secrets and hidden information was Liara's business, and right now, she could discern that something was...lacking in his story. Call it careful observation or paranoia, or just really good senses, call it whatever is sufficient, but Liara knew someone with secrets when she saw one.

Although the only thing she could associate him with in terms of body movements and expressions were Turians, she could only speculate that he had things he didn't wish for her to know. He did not have a jaw like Turians, only four mandibles instead, and from their position, they reflected his current calm. He stood straight, and his head was really close to the ceiling of her room, which made him all the more intimidating. Liara had never seen anyone so tall before.

But what told Liara that there was more than he wished her to believe was his eyes, the most orange and fiery eyes she had ever seen. His eyes, while very fierce and observing, were also guarded, very calm, very serene, and very calculated. He could be hiding many things, and could very well be hiding only small things, but there was no denying that he knew something, but how important they were, she didn't know, but as a master of learning things, Liara wanted to know.

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

This Liara as Shepard had called her, she was Human-looking, acted like one, had a manner like one, just Human in general. But she was not, but the resemblance was enough to unnerve him just a little bit. It was strange enough that Turians reminded him of Sangheili, but these Asari, they looked like Humans, and that seemed too strong a connection to be mere coincidence. Alien species did not develop and resemble each other by chance. The likelihood of such a thing was next to impossible, at least he believed it to be so. Thel was no scientist, but he suspected a bigger game at play.

The first thing he suspected was that these similarities were the result of another hand at work, some sort of power, maybe not divine, but something powerful enough to affect entire races, but what race here could have the power to affect that sort of similarity in this galaxy?

These Protheans that the Asari had spoken of, perhaps they had a hand in it, but that was a far-fetched idea as far as he was concerned, for the Protheans were simply a name with no face and no meaning to him. He needed to find meaning in it, and the Asari seemed to know something about them.

He turned his eyes to her dark blue ones. They were so Human-looking, and he could pick up many things: curiosity, amazement, fear, and longing. Those first few were not things that were alien to him, but that final one, longing was what he was...concerned about most. What did she long for? He had enough difficulties indulging Commander Shepard's curiosity and his pride had taken a bit of blow already, but the Human woman was a warrior, and probably the only reason he gave in to begin with. The Asari, she was no warrior, not at Shepard's calibre, but she seemed capable of defending herself, but there was more to her than simply what was indisputably obvious.

"These Protheans," he began, "What do you know about them?"

She paused and seemed to give it a moment of thought before responding. In that second, Thel could detect the slight hesitation, nothing that he should really care about, but he just happened to notice, indicating thinking or deep thought. It probably was nothing worth noting.

"The Protheans were the most advanced Space-faring Species that lived over 50,000 years ago," she answered, "They spanned the entire galaxy and uplifted many species."

"Did they create the technology that you wield?" Thel asked.

"No," she answered, almost ashamed, "We thought it was for a long time, but we now know that the Reapers created it."

Thel did not react visibly, but he cringed inside. It was bad enough knowing that this galaxy essentially wielded the technology of the enemy, a far less superior one, but it was not the fact that it was less superior, but to wield technology of an enemy such as the Reapers was considered to be dishonorable and beyond vile. It was even worse that the Reapers could easily manipulate the galaxy to believe this lie.

Could he really say the galaxy was to blame for their ignorance? If he did, then it would be full circle, as the Humans said, because it was exactly what the Sangheili and the Covenant Separatists were once: blind to truth. It was...infuriating that no matter how many different ways that he tried to rationalize that this galaxy was far different than his own, he was beginning to see that the differences seemed almost negligible now. There were so many similarities now standing before him, and this was what was driving him to understand why.

Thel never did believe in mere coincidence, not when his whole life revolved around his actions. Everything he did had consequences and everything he did was watched and remembered by many. His actions were defined by how strong he was, how capable he was, how tactical he was, how loyal he was, and all of this was due to his skill, not due to coincidence. His space battle victories were not a product of chance; they were a product of his intelligence, being able to outmaneuver his enemy. He did not survive ground engagements by coincidence. He had skills and experience to guide him.

And now, there was another galaxy with frightening similarities, and he was supposed to believe it to be mere coincidence?

_I think not, _he assessed.

"Do you know of any civilizations that came before these Protheans?" he asked.

"No," Liara answered honestly, "At least not specifically, and the Reapers did a good job of covering up the species that came before us."

Of course it would not be that easy. The Arbiter could not recall when anything was easy. That word was one that he never encountered in his career; it was so scarce that it might as well be a complete myth to him.

"Is there a particular reason that you ask about past civilizations?" the Asari asked.

"I have reasons," he assured, "But it nothing to concern yourself with."

It was really not the ideal time to discuss his crazed and fantastic ideas, and he dared not to look like a maniac in any fashion.

The little blue woman frowned in a not-so-subtle manner, and the Arbiter almost felt bad for shutting her out.

Almost.

"I am the Shadow Broker," she said, "My work revolves around secrets. I never reveal what I know unless it's for good reason."

There was truth to her words. She did not strike him as someone who would speak of things she should not. Even the way she spoke, soft, controlled, and focused, and yet there was another hidden element, likely that she knew more than she was letting on, a secret-keeper. Not the kind of person that Arbiter enjoyed sharing company with, at least not as a fleet master, but like his honor and the religion he had once practiced so unquestioningly, he was in a state of doubt, confusion, and anger if he was being blunt with himself.

But why go to this Liara? Surely Shepard would be a far viable option to telling secrets. She shared more in common with him as a warrior and as a leader. She was also very confident, bold, but not a fool either. Liara was none of these things at all, and yet, here he was, faced with yet another dilemma. It seemed that his mind had nothing better to do than force him to make choices that he would prefer not to.

But Thel was the Sangheili Arbiter. It was his duty to perform tasks that no one else could, and damn him if he could not find the endurance to push himself into some rather unsavory places that might give him the answers that he sought.

If he could growl, he would do it, so he had to resort to a sigh, not really loud, but not really soft either.

"What makes you think I would trust your word?" Thel probed, "A broker of information is not a trustworthy person."

"Is this about Shepard?" Liara demanded, "Is that why you don't want to speak of it?"

"Not Shepard," he insisted, "She and I are on the same grounds, but I cannot say the same for you. What I want to withhold may be...unpleasant for you, and perhaps unbelievable."

"After what I've been through," Liara argued, "I'm willing to give the benefit of a doubt to any legend."

"You put much faith in someone you do not know," he warned.

"I know what to look for," she explained, "I might surprise you."

_Persistent, _the Arbiter thought.

If anything, Thel applauded Shepard for knowing individuals with good skillsets. Truly, she did inspire many things.

But even if he were to agree, what would be worth sharing? He certainly would not speak of the Human-Covenant War, as it was not relevant to the current flow of events and it would only serve to drive the Humans away from him, Shepard in particular given her apparent compassion for all life, but Thel did not really care to share that much personal information, as he did not trust anyone on the ship enough.

_Why do I even entertain the idea?_ he thought mentally.

**Garrus P.O.V**

Garrus Vakarian was now on vacation, or the closest thing to one. If there was one thing that Garrus liked more than being a sharpshooter, it was calibrating weapons, and the Normandy just happened to be his favorite weapon to calibrate.

Since he had re-joined Shepard, he began to go over everything that had happened within the past six months. Since Shepard's imprisonment on Earth, he'd been thinking a lot, about the Reapers. He was former C-Sec, and it was his job and his passion to help those that couldn't fight. Turian or not, he would help whoever needed it most.

So he began with the best way he knew to help: to help his own people first. That had been easier than he thought, but the people were still skeptical at the time, with the Reapers still being a myth and all that, but now that people were only talking about them, there wasn't much to say now.

It was truly terrifying to see the casualty reports as well as ships losses. They were the strongest fighting force in the galaxy, and yet their strongest was like using a Human water gun in a live firefight: completely and utterly useless. It was worse to know that the technology of the galaxy was based on Reaper technology, meaning that the Reapers had basically an open book on their own capabilities, their strengths and weaknesses.

But the Reapers weren't infallible, as much as they claimed and stated that they were, they could be taken down. During the first week of fighting, the Turian fleet surrounding Palaven had taken out at least a few Reapers, and that was with massive amounts of brute force focused on a single Reaper, and there were many sacrifices just to thin their numbers even by the smallest of margins. In the end, the Reaper's brute force and numbers outweighed the Turian's in every way possible.

And now that this fact was faced by every being in the galaxy, people were dying so that others could live.

Wasn't that how it worked? Sacrificing others so that others could live? How long would that last? The galaxy was a big place, filled with tens of billions of people, but when people are dying by the millions each day, that left maybe several years at best and perhaps mere months at worst.

As he worked on, he suddenly found himself in need of something to drink. Deciding that he needed to get to the mess halls for something, he reluctantly put down his tools and began to walk in. A few people gave him a nod, but they didn't really do anything, for which he was grateful. He had noticed that a few of the crewman were former Cerberus.

As Garrus walked into the room, he nearly ran into Shepard as she seemed to be heading towards the forward battery. Usually, Shepard was anything but distracted, but this time, she seemed like she was focused on anything but her walking path. Had Garrus not been as alert, they would've crashed and probably fallen to the ground.

Garrus jumped back, and Shepard did as well, her surprise evident as her green eyes watched him.

"Garrus," she gasped, "Don't do that."

"Sorry, Shepard," Garrus apologized, "You seem...out there, like you've seen a ghost."

"Yeah," she sighed, "Had stuff to take care of, not really pleasant."

"When has anything you ever do ever ended up being pleasant?"

Shepard's posture seemed to sink at his attempt at humor, and Garrus immediately regretted it, and he tried to lighten her mood. Spirits knew that she needed support as much or more than any time before.

"That was a low blow," Garrus said, "Sorry. Should learn to be a bit more careful."

"Garrus," Shepard said, "You're my best friend, and I don't expect you to be perfect."

Garrus still wasn't convinced Shepard was over it.

"No," he insisted, "Between the Council and the Alliance always hassling you for more, you need to be treated better. Hell, I think we all do."

"Almost all of us," Shepard commented.

Garrus's mind immediately clicked at who she was hinting at, and now he was curious.

"Just out of curiosity, where'd he come from?"

"I doubt you'd believe it."

"Shepard, after everything we've been through, I'll be ready to believe anything you say."

"Well...he's from another galaxy entirely."

Garrus remained silent, but his interest piqued. Now this was something he hadn't heard of before.

"Sounds...I don't know what to think. Wait, he wouldn't happen to know anything about fighting galactic wars like this?" he asked.

"He does," she confirmed, "And his title, the Arbiter, isn't for nothing, at least as far as I can tell."

"Can we trust him?" Garrus asked.

"For now," Shepard paused, "We can trust him. He's a hell of a soldier."

"Could use more crazy like that. He fights like you: close and personal."

"Trust me," Shepard assured, "It's doubtful that any of us will be his match at least physically. Even with biotic-enhanced skills, I still struggle to keep up."

Few people could match Shepard in combat, and if she said that their newest teammate could beat her at anything combat-related, he was a very worthy opponent.

"As much as I respect his ability to fight, I don't know about him as a person."

"Garrus, you got to give him some slack. A new galaxy with no familiarity? How would you feel?"

"Like a fish out of water, as you humans say. Can't be a good feeling. Maybe he simply needs someone to talk to."

"If it isn't about combat or anything military-related," Shepard said, "He won't talk about it."

"Well then maybe you aren't approaching it the right way," he said.

"Approaching what the right way?" a deep voice asked.

Both of them flinched slightly as they turned their heads to see the Arbiter standing idly by, not looking at all conspicuous. Shepard seemed slightly embarrassed while Garrus was wondering how someone so large and probably heavy could be so silent?

"Just talking," Shepard said, "Nothing to worry about."

"Perhaps I should be worried," he continued, "If it involves me."

Before Shepard could respond, Liara came around the corner holding a datapad. Garrus saw her too and both of them seemed to get the same idea.

"Liara," they both said in unison.

"Garrus, Shepard," she said, "You wanted to talk?"

"Yeah," Shepard blurted immediately, "Got some stuff to talk about. Why don't we go to my quarters?"

"It's, uh, really important," Garrus chimed in, "Hope you don't mind right now."

They both began to drag Liara away and she seemed extremely awkward now. Her eyes turned to the Arbiter, and Garrus noticed out of the corner of his eyes that he merely looked at Liara and she seemed to silently acknowledge something.

_Well what do we talk about now?_ Garrus wondered. _What indeed?_
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Chapter 20: One Problem to the Next

**Annos Basin, ****Pranas System **

** En Route to Diplomatic Ship**

** ETA One Standard Hour**

** March 8, 2186**

** Shepard P.O.V**

This wasn't something that Jane Shepard was looking forward to, far from it, and it took a lot for her to dislike something.

About five hours ago, they had exited the mass relay and had transitioned to the Normandy's faster-than-light drive. They still had another hour before they were to meet with the other leaders to discuss what would inevitably be the still-lingering tensions and histories of all the races. This was always what it came to: who had justification over who, and Shepard was forced to be right in the middle of it, forced to get back to the fact of the present and not the past or potential future. It was a pain in the ass to deal with, but Shepard knew that without her, nothing would be accomplished. Even with people such as Primarch Victus, who was forced to be a diplomat like her and actually understood the reality of the war, it wasn't going to be any walk in the park.

Shepard had spent the past hour going over everything she needed to know. She knew who was coming, and the name she was relieved to see more than anything was Wrex.

She and the Krogan were good friends, and now, Shepard was glad more than ever that he was going to represent the Krogan. Wrex had really changed from being a lone mercenary to becoming leader of Clan Urdnot and representing the Krogan as a whole. The change in Wrex, when Shepard had first went to Tuchanka months back, had surprised her, and she honestly had little idea of the effect she had on him. Just the same, she was elated to see that he was trying to make a better future for his people, but now was a delicate time, and Wrex might have changed, but he was still a warrior to the bone, Shepard knew that much. He might be really unwilling or reluctant to help in the war due to the fact that the Turians were asking for help, and also that the Salarians were going to be present for the summit. At least she could appeal to him should he try to be really...out of order, but she hoped nothing drastic would ensue, less she want a really catastrophic political upheaval to happen.

Primarch Victus, while she didn't know much about him, was someone she wasn't too worried about. Shepard had a talk with him, and she knew that he was in a similar situation as she was: a military leader trying to be a politician, not the ideal kind of person for the position, but considering the circumstances, they were probably the best for this choice. He understood the necessities of putting aside old grudges in order to save lives. He might not like the Krogan, but Shepard never expected the bad blood between them all to just evaporate. He might be blunt, but Shepard was just as blunt if not more. The "true" politicians really loved to dance around words, a really annoying thing indeed. Victus could at least be relied on to be at least tolerable.

The third to be part of this, the Salarian Dalatrass, that one Shepard wasn't happy to have on board. Her earlier conversation with Councilor Tevos had informed her that the Dalatrass Linron was anything but happy. Apparently, the Salarian politicians weren't at all happy with the Krogan being involved, and this was going to be a problem, because unlike Wrex and Victus, the Dalatrass wasn't a warrior, only a politician who'd know nothing about war and what it meant to suffer and to fight. She was of noble and wealthy standards, and therefore wouldn't likely be understanding of the situation at hand, at least that was the impression Shepard was getting based on what little she had to go on. Linron was the only one that might be a problem, but just one was enough to be a problem.

Shepard put down the datapad and got up from her seat and got up, taking a few paces to look around her cabin and collect her thoughts. There was so much work to be done and everyone was counting on her to do it, Humanity expecting the most out of their Human Spectre; Shepard had always been one to help people, even when they weren't deserving, but this wasn't really how she expected to help people. A few years ago, she'd happily represented the Systems Alliance because she thought they were doing good. Now, it wasn't about Humanity anymore.

Despite the Alliance reinstating her, she didn't really think herself on good terms with the former Alliance councilors; they weren't willing to do anything until the Reapers came literally came tearing down the door. Shepard found herself drifting farther and farther away from the Alliance, now fighting the entirety of Humanity as well as the galaxy. No one species was a priority over the other. She would try to save as many as she could. The Alliance might disagree, but she honestly could say that she didn't care about what they thought and that they could all go to hell for not doing enough to be more prepared for the Reapers.

Now there were only two in the Alliance that she trusted, the two people who actually believed in her: Hackett and Anderson. When confined on Earth, she knew that even the two together couldn't really free her. They were two Admirals against the council, and if they pushed it, they'd get into trouble, but it enough for them to believe in her and her warnings. Though calling them sir didn't feel right, but there were more important things to worry about than her personal discomforts.

Deciding that she needed to relax before they reached the Diplomatic ship, Shepard took the elevator down to the crew deck and thought might visit Dr. Chakwas. She hadn't been able to check in on the doctor with everything she had been doing, but now she had the time to spare. She hoped that the Arbiter wouldn't pass by, because it was embarrassing enough trying to drag Liara away and explain that she and Garrus were using her to cover their conversation up. Liara wasn't really too fazed by it, but she didn't like that the two had to use her and couldn't just talk to the Arbiter.

The Arbiter could've heard the conversation already and simply wanted to hear them both say it out loud, but then again, they weren't saying anything really terrible about him, just commenting on whether he could be trusted and how they could try and get him to open up. The Arbiter was definitely one to hide things and Shepard, though not intentionally, could get almost anyone to talk about their past and their secrets. She wasn't smug about it, and most of the time, she wasn't expecting them to. She only wanted to get to know her crew, and the Arbiter was now part of her team. Shepard wanted to know more about him, if he let her.

As she passed through the halls, she nodded to the crew as she approached the door and let the metal slide away to reveal the good doctor nearby working from a datapad, looking like she was taking inventory of their medical supplies, no doubt to make sure that there was enough. The team took immense amounts of fire each day from enemies, and their wounds, while not always critical, could be rather frequent. If they weren't treated right, it could cause pain in the future which might hamper later mission progress.

Dr. Chakwas looked up from her work and smiled at the commander as she closed the distance.

"Commander," she said.

"You have everything you need, doctor," Shepard asked.

"Everything's been restocked, but it's still the medical bay I remember; feels good to be back," the doctor commented.

"It's good to have you here, Doctor Chakwas."

"Thank you, commander. I don't suppose you came down here other than to just make sure I'm settling in?"

"Well...yeah, I kinda am."

The doctor suddenly seemed to light up at something.

"While you're here," she commented, "I think I should take a look at the implants that Cerberus grafted into you."

Her omni-tool lit up and she began to do some scans, and Shepard could see a 3D image of her body on the tool as it began to scan various parts of her. It looked really strange to her, but Shepard knew as much about medicine as much as Vorcha knew how to be cute and cuddly, so she trusted Karin to keep her in good shape, but that didn't mean she worried.

"Anything I should be worried about," Shepard inquired.

"Nothing that I can see so far," Karin said, "I simply want to make sure you're healing properly."

"Ah, I see now."

After a few moments of scanning and a moment of thought, the doctor seemed satisfied with the results and gave a smile.

"You're in good shape, the implants are holding and your body has accepted them very well. You're in excellent health."

Before Shepard could say thank you, she then heard banging and something nearby. Both her and Karin looked around, trying to sight the source of the unnatural sounds. Then they got a bit louder, and then something else sounded, like a tech attack being launched.

_Wait, _Shepard thought, _A tech attack?_

Without warning, the lights began to dim and then went completely dark for a moment, then flickered back online. Shepard tensed for a moment, thinking that the Normandy was under attack, and she was just about to ask Joker for a status update when he came over the intercom.

_"Commander, we got a small problem: EDI just blinked out."_

Now Shepard was worried even more. They all needed EDI; she was a part of the Normandy, or rather she was the Normandy, so any sort of malfunction that the AI was experiencing was bad news all around.

"What's going on" Shepard demanded.

"I've got no idea. She's not responding, and I can't access the AI core. You'd better check the core."

The door to the medical bay opened and Adams as well as another crewman entered. They were equipped with all the gear for emergencies. Shepard was surprised that they responded so quickly.

"Got here as fast as we could, Commander," Adams explained, "We'll be here in case you need us."

"How'd you guy hear that so quickly?" Shepard asked.

"Joker alerted us, we got here as quick as possible."

Shepard simply shook her head and headed for the door to the AI core. Now she had to deal with this problem before they got to the diplomatic ship. Too many damn things were coming up in a last minute fashion. Why now of all times?

"Anything else I should know, Joker?"

"_Watch your step in there. Don't know what's going on in there."_

"Roger that, I'm going in."

Shepard turned to Adams.

"Be ready for anything," she nodded to him.

He flashed a quick acknowledgement to her before readying his extinguisher. The other crewman, Jackson, readied a weapon. The mech was still inside, and who knew what was going on in there. It might be active now and trying to wreck whatever it could.

Shepard noticed immediately, as the door slid open, that the overhead nozzles were spraying down in order to muzzle the small flames that still were in existence. The core itself seemed intact, or at least no physical damage could be seen by her, but she couldn't be certain yet, because she couldn't see that well with the room fogged up from the overhead extinguishers. Her fingers curled into fists and then uncurled, her fighting instincts ready to go live with the slightest provocation.

"EDI," Shepard called, "If you're hearing me, acknowledge."

There was no response, and nothing seemed to change in the room, and then a whirling sound filled the room, and the room seemed to come back alive from its previous inactivity. Shepard was momentarily startled, but quickly snapped back into her stoic fighter side. The room still wasn't safe and she wasn't about to take chances. Her eyes darted back and forth, searching for something that might give her some insight into what was going on.

That was when a blue shape seemed to appear, its elevation high enough to be Human. That's when Shepard's mind clicked that it was the mech. What was it doing up? It should have remained inactive where it couldn't hurt anyone or do any damage. Shepard's body began to glow with biotics and she activated her omni-blades, waiting for the mech to make a move against her. Her thoughts, for a moment, returned to that of the Arbiter's combat lessons earlier.

_Be aware of every move your opponent makes._

_Learn to read your opponent before they act._

_Use every ability to your advantage._

The clicking of feet against the floor sounded closer, and Shepard waited, her instincts not backing down.

The mech then came into view, but not as Shepard imagined it would. Its walk was very feminine as to be expected, but all its moves indicated non-hostility: a slightly confident, but relaxed walk, and upright. The visor was now blue, which also made Shepard think non-hostile, but she wasn't sure. She couldn't take chances now.

Then the mech spoke.

"Shall we speak about combat practice, Shepard?"

That voice, Shepard knew. It was unmistakably synthetic, but it was also familiar.

"EDI?"

The mech now stood a meter or so away from herself, its posture somewhat provocative, but then again, the body itself was impossibly proportionate in the right places. She was certain that the male crew members might get an eyeful of it. Add that to the fact that it was not wearing clothes period and it didn't seem to be a problem, and that could make for some really weird.

"Yes, Shepard," EDI responded, "You seem unsatisfied."

"No," Shepard assured, "Everything's fine, but when did all of this happen? What were you doing?"

EDI set her hands on her hips.

"When the unit was brought aboard the Normandy, I began to search the memory banks for any information on the Prothean device. The unit came back online due to a trigger of an emergency system. It struggled and resisted me, and caused the fire. I was able to take control quickly, but it was not a flawless process."

Shepard lowered her guard immediately; if this was EDI, then she trusted her. It wasn't, there would've already been a fight breaking out, but the commander couldn't say that she was terribly happy about the method to seize control of the body.

"EDI," Shepard began, "As the crew of the Normandy and as captain of this vessel, you should've informed us about this. This was a dangerous thing to do without us knowing."

"The matter was not critical," EDI argued, "And informing the crew would not have made the process any more efficient or danger-free."

Shepard couldn't stay mad at EDI for long. She was a friend and a part of the crew, like it or not.

"Where are you exactly," Shepard asked, "Are you in the ship or in that body?"

"Both," the AI replied, "But the ship is my primary place. I am not always capable of assisting from where I am, but this body can help you physically."

"You mean you can be on my squad," Shepard concluded.

"Correct, I can provide hacking expertise and combat. I have run all of the tests necessary and have deemed this body fully functional and capable and ready."

"Just make sure the crew is acquainted with it. And...you might want to dress into something as well."

"Understood. I will also converse with Joker when I acquaint with the crew. I am certain he will want an update on the situation."

Shepard almost snickered. Joker would probably be really on board with this decision, in fact, Shepard now began to think this through. What if Joker knew about this, and he was simply playing it off? She'd ask him later, but right now, she had to make final preparations for the talks.

**EDI P.O.V**

As EDI walk through the ship, greeting the crew, they are surprised and initially fearful of us, EDI understood their caution, and on more than one occasion, their initial shock and fear is replaced with curiosity and longing. Some of the crew likely views this body in a sexual way, eyeing particular sections and areas, particularly the posterior and breast region. Both male and female take notice, though each is for different reasons. EDI, if she was an organic, might say that she was flattered by the attention, but she was not, and perhaps the best thing she could say was that it seemed to be more of a priority and less of a desire. She had no desires, not like organics, but the attention was something she wanted to prioritize.

As EDI passes by Garrus Vakarian, he seems to be unfazed by her, but then again, he had not really seen the mech when it was hostile. He regarded her for a moment, and then voiced what EDI recognized as curiosity.

"EDI," he asked cautiously.

"Yes, Garrus," EDI responded, "Is there something that you wish to discuss?"

"No," he shook his head, "Just...curious."

He is quick to leave, leaving EDI momentarily in wonder, but then she quickly processes that perhaps he is uncomfortable in her presence, due to either her lack of proper attire, or his lack of conversational skills. Garrus was one of the more secluded members of the team. He was not, by any means, a complete recluse, and he could be extremely social when a topic that interested him came up, but he did not quite have the same level of skill in conversation when compared to Commander Shepard.

EDI entered into Liara's room. She was busy at the main console, the various screens comprising the galaxy shifted accordingly. The Asari was quick to notice her and jumped back a bit before realizing that it was her. Liara, as quickly as she got scared, calmed immediately.

"EDI," she said, "I see that you've...taken to the body."

"Yes," EDI replied, "The experience of introducing myself to the crew as such is an illuminating experience."

"I'm sure that you'll do just fine," Liara assured.

EDI nodded her head and turned to leave. So far, the crew's attitudes seemed to be positive all around, and EDI noted each of their reactions and filed them into her assessments, making a note to compare the crew to normal people.

While she walked to the elevator, she began to take note of the body's capabilities. It was a very rapid body for its size and weight. Although weighing the same as a normal Human body, the materials were not fragile in any way. If anything, it showed remarkable resilience when it survived the shuttle crashing and exposure to open flames. If anything, the body took very minor damage at worst. No joints were hampered as mobility remained at peak condition, which was considerable. The body seemed resilient to small arms fire and would likely only take serious damage when under heavy weapons fire or continuous fire for long periods of time.

The visibility was far greater than that of a Human; EDI could see in the dark and had access to many types of vision settings in order to see through virtually any obstructions that might otherwise block out an organics' vision. Her footing was stable and well-balanced. Although EDI had yet to download and program the proper programs that would allow her to aptly defend herself, but that would only take a few moments. She could learn any combat skill in mere seconds.

The only concern with the body was making certain that there were no other hidden and concealed traps or triggers that might alert Cerberus or cause the unit to come online and try and rebel against EDI's controls, but that issue was long resolved. There was no need for worry or fretting.

EDI decided that maybe the cargo bay would be the next place for her to be. If Shepard was going to take her on a mission, she would work best by getting to know the combat crew better, and James Vega and the Arbiter were there.

When the elevator door opened no one really paid her any mind because they were all caught up in their own duties or conversations or doings. She was quick to pass by, and then some of the crew noticed. The shuttle pilot, Steve Cortez saw here and gave her a smile. EDI took note of this and also attempted this herself, doing her best to mimic him. She had succeeded or at least satisfied because he did not appear awkward or unnerved by her action.

She then saw James Vega at his station, and he was in the process of "physical conditioning" in Human terms. He was the Largest Human on the group, and EDI concluded that he was more of a close-quarters combatant and that physically, he would be a difficult opponent to off-balance, but due to his size and strength, it was also a fact that he might not be as nimble as Shepard or she could be.

When he saw her, he resorted to his usual method of action: respond with a comment that would normally try to make a female blush or be charmed.

"You're really distracting, EDI," James called out. "Might just be the best damn thing I've seen in a while."

EDI said nothing, only interpreting the comment and nodding her head in his direction. Perhaps she did not want to converse with him, but the other one she sought, perhaps he had something to say.

In short, attempted greetings with James Vega were...adequate.

The Arbiter stood at the other side of the room, his omni-blade extended and his energy sword in his dominant hand. EDI had noticed that he preferred to hold his blade in his right hand. The blade itself was very peculiar when compared to other bladed weapons she had witnessed being utilized. The design itself prompted the Arbiter to hold it in a way that was unusual, and the blade orientation forced the user to use far different sword methods than the ones she had seen. The technique was strong, nimble, rapid, and precise. He was clearly a warrior of many years of combat.

Although EDI knew he was not a biotic, he certainly seemed like the kind of enemy that biotics would have difficulty trying to combat with. Physically, he was more than capable of lifting a fully-grown Human male off the ground with no difficulty. The speed and strength that he displayed were highly unnatural, indicating that perhaps he had to train in an atmosphere with high gravity, which mean in lower gravity, he had an advantage. He could also possibly be strong enough to be on par with Krogan, but she had nothing to confirm this.

He did not turn to her, but she surmised that he already saw her, and he seemed really hostile towards her, and EDI was quick to diffuse the situation.

"I am the ship's artificial intelligence," EDI stated,

He said nothing, and he eyed her like she was still the enemy.

"Are you certain that this form is not susceptible to further resistance attempts?"

"I have run a diagnostics hundreds of times," EDI explained, "I have run all possible scenarios, and I have determined that the one that once occupied this body is no more."

"And do you have a reason for being here," he asked, "Besides trying to greet others?"

"I do not," EDI stated.

He said nothing and resumed his training. EDI noted his lack of interest in her in any fashion, which could indicate that he was not fazed by artificial intelligences, maybe because he already knew of some. Or perhaps his role as Arbiter had suppressed any questions or curiosity. The outcomes were numerous, and EDI made a note to watch Shepard's newest organic combat team member.

EDI had programming that could analyze any species in the galaxy and determine much about them without having to speak with them, and right now, the Arbiter was the most intriguing member of the crew. He was a new species, but similar to the Turians in many ways. He came from a different galaxy, and yet, he claimed to have witnessed galactic war on a similar scale. He claimed to know Humans from his galaxy, yet he distanced himself from most of the crew, save for Shepard. He was blunt about where he stood with everyone, yet he seemed to know more than he let on.

This one would be interesting to get to know.

Attempts to greet the Arbiter were...enigmatic.

**I always found EDI to be extremely amusing because she's got processing power off the charts, knows a lot about a lot, and yet, she's so clueless about many things. I enjoyed writing a POV for her, and in future chapters. I also plan to use other P.O.V's from characters not part of the Normandy crew.**

**I can't believe where this story has gone. This went from a small idea and blossomed into a full-fledged story. I'm really happy where this story has gone in twenty chapters, and I want to thank all of my readers and viewers from the bottom of my heart. You guys help to motivate me to write. Even those who have been critical about my story, thanks to you guys as well. I've taken your reviews to heart and remembered them even now. I can say thanks to all of you, I've gotten better at this and it's only going to get better with time. You guys are all awesome! :)**

**This story is going to have many things in store, and it's going to be quite an adventure, but my ideas not only come from myself, but from my readers as well. If you've got an idea, whether it's big or small, whether it's about characters or about the story itself, send your idea my way and I'll gladly read it, but I can't really tell you directly if I'll implement the idea because I don't want to reveal any story details.**

**Hope you all enjoyed reading, and remember, put your heart into what you like to do, whether big or small, and you have the potential to make it to great lengths.**

**Many thanks to Mesnakesta beta-reading the chapter!**

**Peace!**


	21. Chapter 21: When Politics Impedes War

**A/N: I made a mistake last chapter. Victus isn't the Primarch, Fedorian is, but he's Turian, so I can count on him being realistic in the war. Sorry for that**

**Disclaimer: I do not own Halo or Mass Effect. They are the property of 343 Industries and Bioware respectively.**
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**SSV Normandy & Diplomatic Ship**

**March 8 2186**

**Wrex P.O.V**

Things were more or less bad.

Urdnot Wrex was really not in a mood to be dealing with politics, and truth be told, he hated being in this position. For one, he hated politics for many reasons.

The first and foremost was that talking, at times, was a complete waste of his time. He preferred to let his intimidation or the barrel of his shotgun do the talking for him. They spoke more than any words he could make up.

Secondly, politics was basically another way of saying "make nice," as the humans said, and Wrex didn't like making nice with the Turians and Salarians, though the lizard people were more hated than the Turians. At least Turians had a sense of warrior spirit while Salarians were just plain dangerous and unpredictable and volatile all in one package.

And third, but not least, more than he cared to admit it, he needed both of the two species despite their differences. Fortunately, he had leverage. They wanted his help, or rather Shepard wanted his help, and he'd give it, on one condition: the genophage be dealt with.

If there was one good thing that he could say that was going to happen, was that Shepard was going to be there. If someone told him that he would find a worthy warrior and friend in a human female maybe three years ago, he'd laugh himself to death. Suffice it to say, Shepard was a friend who'd been about the best one he'd had in, well, forever. Maybe she was a bit of a softy for him, but she had a cool head.

Those were his thoughts as he went aboard, and those thoughts still stayed with him as he shuffled his way into the conference room. The room was undeniably tense with all of them there, and the only person there at least that was not being really annoying was the Primarch, but the Salarian Dalatrass, she was a major pain right now, and her attitude along with attempting to insult him wasn't doing anything to settle his nerves.

"If you want my help in the matter," Wrex growled, "You're going to give me what I want and need."

"What makes you think that I'll even consider it at all?" she challenged.

"Without Wrex and the Krogan, we have no chance at winning the war," the Primarch argued, "You know this Dalatrass."

"If anything we're the ones holding power," she demanded, "The Krogan have no right to be forcing anything upon us."

"Then I guess you won't mind if your species goes extinct," Wrex rebutted, "Because against the Reapers, you won't last long."

It was at that moment that Shepard appeared, in an Alliance officer's uniform, and Wrex immediately noticed her, because she looked really out of place, like the Turian Primarch. Wrex had been a warrior for his entire life, and in that time, he was trained to know who was a warrior and who wasn't, even if the warrior tried to hide it, and right now, he could see the problem immediately: three warriors and one annoying Salarian, but a good thing as well. Shepard, Wrex knew, could be trusted and would listen to him. The Primarch, while in no way his friend, would also at least understand.

He gave a brief glance at Shepard, and he could tell she acknowledged. Those eyes of hers seemed to be able to communicate whatever she wanted to.

"Besides," Wrex continued, "You're not the only one with issues, Dalatrass. I've got Reapers landing on my planet. Why should I even consider helping?"

"Drawing this out is not doing you any good, Wrex," Fedorian growled, "I do not have time to deal with this. If you want something, then tell us."

"I think you all know what I need most," he said.

It took only a moment for everyone to know what Wrex was referring to, and as Wrex predicted, the Salarian immediately objected.

"The genophage is not up for discussion!" she exclaimed.

"Dalatrass, is there a problem?" Shepard asked calmly.

"The Krogan are brutes, nothing more," the Salarian said, "War is in their blood. They are incapable of doing anything else."

"Tough talk from a Salarian," Wrex said, "Being all secretive and avoiding wars, just like the cowards that you are. If not for us, you'd be long gone. Not even the Turians could withstand the Rachni."

"And then your urges took over," she argued. "Leaving nothing but destruction and chaos."

Wrex, if it wasn't for his years of practice and discipline, might have just killed the Salarian right there. He never did like Salarians, but this one was clearly a numbskull or incredibly brave. It didn't matter. He wouldn't be baited, and that was exactly what the Dalatrass was trying to do.

"Dalatrass," Fedorian scolded, "There are Reapers on our home worlds. We do not have the means to fight a war without the Krogan, and you're not helping matters."

"I speak nothing but truth," she justified, "There is no wrong in doing so."

"No," Shepard deadpanned, "Dalatrass, you're speaking from hatred and disliking, not from rationale, and you know it. The Krogan have paid enough for their crimes."

Despite Shepard trying to be reasonable, Wrex could detect the slightest hint of impatience and annoyance from Shepard. Now she was actually starting to get why this meeting was getting nowhere fast.

"Without the genophage, the galaxy is doomed."

"Enough!" the Primarch boomed, "While we waste time bickering about who is justified, the Reapers gain a foothold on all of our planets. Wrex, we do not have the means to cure the genophage, so I am assuming since you have brought the issue up, you know something we do not. What is it?"

Without a further word, he stepped up to the console, activating it, also activating his omni-tool, feeding the video into the central viewing screen.

"Over six months ago, one of the clans, Clan Weyrloc, took a Salarian in because he was researching a way to cure the genophage. Maelon, he at least had the spine to try."

"His methods were barbaric," Shepard commented, "And no one survived the procedures he was doing."

Wrex shook his head.

"No, there were several females that survived, but the Salarian Dalatrass here saw fit to take them for study and imprisonment."

The video quality, while not ideal, was enough for everyone to see it. Wrex had already viewed it multiple times on his way to the Normandy, but every time he did, he only grew more and more angry. The Salarians, he always thought, were cowards and deceivers to the core, and this only served to solidify that opinion into his head.

The Primarch seemed surprised, as well as Shepard, but the Dalatrass was quick to dismiss it, a move that Wrex immediately saw coming.

"This is a fabrication," she claimed, "A lie to get sympathy from them."

"Is it a fabrication, or is it the truth?" Fedorian challenged, "Dalatrass, you are already under much scrutiny as it is right now. Being deceptive will only worsen your situation."

All heads were turned her way, and Wrex could see that her composure wasn't holding as well as she thought it to be. The Primarch, judging from his voice, wasn't believing the dalatrass, and Shepard had her arms behind her back, but had a small frown on her head, watching. It was clear that no one was on her side, but the Dalatrass crossed her arms in an attempt to be unaffected and annoyed rather than fearful and angered.

"I have nothing to hide," the Salarian said.

Now she sounded like she was trying to convince herself rather than everyone in the room.

"Don't insult my intelligence," Wrex said, "You took my people, and now you're going to return them."

"How will this change anything for my people? How will this change this for anyone here?"

"Dalatrass," Shepard said calmly, but dangerously, "If you want our help against the Reapers, you'll tell us the truth now. Otherwise the Salarians are on their own against the Reapers."

"And you are aware that you cannot win this war without help," Fedorian continued, "If you care about your people, you will do this."

All eyes once again turned to Linron, as she stood there, deliberating her options, which weren't many. Wrex already knew that she was cornered with nowhere left to go.

Wrex had been extremely eager to get out of that conference room. Another second and he might've really blown a lid and killed the Salarian. It had been years since he'd had to deal with a pyjak like her, and it was really hard for people to get him on his bad side with just words.

He had little trouble finding the cargo bay since this Normandy was almost like the old one, except a bit more spacy and had more stuff in it, far more than Wrex remembered it having. It brought back old memories, really good old memories, and Wrex would admit that those were some of the best days of his life, fighting with Shepard, taking down real opponents from all conceivable directions, but not only was it a good fight; it was also an eye-opening experience for him. He could say for certain that maybe if he hadn't gone on this journey with Shepard to begin with, he wouldn't be helping his people like he was now. Strange to think that his former career of being a mercenary would lead him to being leader of Clan Urdnot.

Now they were going to get the females back, and Wrex was now getting to be extremely impatient. These next few minutes would be some of the most critical towards curing the genophage. If anything went wrong now, someone was going to pay dearly.

"Wrex," Shepard scolded, "The last thing we need is for you to go on a blood rage right now. All we have to do is get the females and leave."

"I never trust Salarians," Wrex said, "And I don't plan on doing so now."

Shepard shook her head and faced him.

"Wrex, please, just for once, let's just go in and go out of some place without a battle."

"These females are probably the last hope left for the Krogan. I can't really be calm about this, not while these damn pyjaks stole them like they did."

"There is no sense in trying to draw this out," another voice said, "Best that we remain true to the objective and avoid any unnecessary side effects."

Wrex turned his head to see someone sitting in the seats. At first, Wrex thought he was a Turian, but then he looked again. No Turian he'd ever seen grew that much. This guy's head was almost touching the ceiling of the shuttle, even as he stood. And for another, his eyes weren't like a Turian's.

"I know," Shepard said to her squadmate. "Bear with us, Arbiter."

"Do I even want to know where you get these people Shepard?" Wrex asked.

"Another galaxy," Shepard answered.

"If I hadn't seen you take down Sovreign, I'd say you're off your rock, but I guess these days, I'll believe anything, especially coming from you."

"It's believable, Wrex," Liara said, "But maybe another time we'll talk about it. We have a mission to complete."

"That we do," Wrex said, "It's good to see you Liara. I take it you've been busy these past few months."

"You could say that Wrex," she laughed.

"You know, this is just the kind of thing the Shadow Broker might know. Too bad I can't find out from him…"

Wrex gave Liara a mock-suspicious stare, and Liara stood there with an innocent-looking expression. The Krogan had to give her credit: she had changed a lot since he'd met her three years ago.

"Or her," he finished.

"We're all busy in this day and age, Wrex," Liara assured. "Besides, I thought you had more pressing things to attend to."

"I still do," Wrex said, "Doesn't mean that I don't want to know everyone else's dealings. Gives me a bargaining chip."

"You just might make a good Shadow Broker one day Wrex," Liara laughed.

"Unless you plan on doing something really devious with that info," another voice butted in.

Wrex turned to see Garrus standing next to...the other mysterious guy. Out of all the Turians that he'd ever met, the former C-Sec officer was the only one he'd ever really been a friend with, probably because the Turian wasn't really a Turian. He could recall Garrus telling everyone that he was never a good Turian, and Wrex could believe it, because despite his military training, he wasn't nearly as disciplined or controlled as a normal Turian.

"Now why would I ever do such a thing, my dear Garrus?" the Krogan asked.

"Do you really want me to answer that?" Garrus warned.

**Arbiter P.O.V**

Thel 'Vadam had watched this Urdnot Wrex, and he wasn't like that Krogan he met at the bar. He had clearly seen battle, and if this extranet information was to be believed, Krogan could live for well over a thousand years. That meant he had seen his fair share of battles, and that meant the Arbiter could work with him and respect him.

However, Thel did notice the differences between them. Wrex seemed more the type to fight with emotions while he himself fought with discipline. Their experiences and lives were obviously different, and given that, he could not really make any further judgements about the Krogan. There was no point in judging what he did not know well enough.

The conversation between Shepard, Wrex, and Liara indicated a close relationship. The other crew member, Garrus, too, joined the conversation. Watching this show of friendship was strange and unnatural to Thel. Of course it was to be expected in war. Strong bonds could be formed through war and battle and conflict in general. Seeing them now like this reminded him of many friends and comrades that he had over his time in the military.

Rtas 'Vadum was the first to come to mind. They had met many years before the beginning of the war with the humans. Being of two families of noteworthy military bloodlines, both were thrust into a similar situation: the next in line expected to do great things in the Covenant military. Though Rtas was not the leader of a fleet, he was an excellent leader and a superb warrior.

The two had met while beginning their formal military training. While the two hadn't always been ideal in their beginning relationship, Thel did respect him for his courage and intelligence as well as his ability to let everyone know exactly where he stood. The expectations from their families led them into a warriors competition to see who could outdo the other, but as they grew older, they both could see that their parts in the Covenant would be important and trying to compete against each other was not really what true Sangheili did. True Sangheili put aside petty rivalry and worked together as brothers in arms.

So the two became friends and brothers, but as their training came to a close, they would often find themselves separated more and more from each other. Eventually, they simply had greater duties than their friendship, so they could not communicate, but Thel knew that Rtas had become a commander in the Covenant Special Operations branch, and it suited him well. Rtas always was making sure that whoever was under his command were all cared for, and in return, he expected a lot as well. The commander even cared for the Unggoy despite their status within the Covenant. That was the other thing Thel admired about Rtas: his compassion and caring he showed for his soldiers. Thel always thought of the way they were reunited after many years, the clear intent of where things stood between them.

"You are the Arbiter, the will of the Prophets, but these are my Sangheili. Their lives matter to me. Yours does not."

The words, while seemingly cold to anyone who did not know the two well enough, were actually words of how the two had changed after nearly thirty years of war. Those were about the friendliest words the two would ever speak to each other considering the time and circumstances.

They were similar in many ways, but where they differed was how to approach a situation. Rtas, unlike Thel, despised the Jiralhanae and was not one to shy away from this opinion. Thel, while not particularly caring for them, saw them as an equal member of the Covenant. He viewed all within the Covenant as equals because ultimately, while varying vastly, they were all working towards the same goal: the path to the false divine salvation.

Thel, even before being the Arbiter, was found to be a surprisingly reasonable leader, able to use his ability to inspire and lead and convince others to his way of thinking. Some called him far too optimistic and naive, but Thel did believe that not all conflicts had to result in plasma fire and physical blows. That was how he earned a reputation as a peacemaker as well as a warrior and fleetmaster.

The Arbiter thought back to the disillusioned Jiralhanae Chieftain, Tartarus. He did not care for him, and in hindsight, they were obvious tense rivals, even if he could not admit it to himself now, but he was able to put aside that disliking to work with him, and had Tartarus been able to break away, he might have made a powerful ally in the war against the Prophets, but like it or not, the Jiralhanae were nothing like Sangheili, and without proper leadership, the Jiralhanae were nothing but brutes as the humans had so appropriately named them. The Sangheili had been a capable species even before the San'Shyuum uplifted them, and therefore could afford to advance even if it was slightly premature.

"We're almost there."

The Arbiter turned his head slightly to see everyone following Shepard's words. He did not move though, because for one, he could not due to the crowded space, and for another, it was not necessary as he was ready as he was, armed with his plasma rifles and energy sword. He had yet to ask the Commander for her borrowed energy sword, but it was not a concern now in any case. She would likely need to keep it to practice, and if it being attached to her belt was any indication, she was going to be committed to this. Shepard was one headstrong Human if he ever saw one.

"Are we certain that these Salarians will honor their promise?" Thel voiced, "Their reluctance to even reveal the location of the Krogan females is reason enough to be suspicious."

Shepard turned to him.

"Did you listen in to our talk, Arbiter?"

"Does it matter if I did?"

Shepard sighed and focused her eyes on him.

"No, and to answer your question, we'll be fine. We've got clearance."

"Commander," the human Cortez said, "Salarian ground control is trying to wave us off. They say we're not cleared for landing."

"I did warn you Shepard," Thel said plainly.

"I knew this would happen," the one called Wrex growled, "Now we do this the hard way."

The Krogan shoved everyone out of the way and opened the side of the shuttle. He was angry, or maybe it was just a momentary anger that would subside shortly. Thel was not sure if he should discourage Wrex's behavior before this entire mission went sour and ended up with Salarians open firing on them all. Then he decided against words. They were not going to stop this, especially now that the Krogan had jumped out of the shuttle and landed on his feet, causing a loud "bang". In no short time, Salarians in armor and weapons were surrounding the area.

Now was not the time to sit down, so the Arbiter pushed to the edge of the shuttle before jumping out too, his landing more similar to that of Wrex, but he did not arm himself, simply stood there ready to intervene with his hard-light shield between Wrex and harm.

"Wrex! Arbiter!" Shepard shouted.

"I've had enough of you pyjaks and your treatment," Wrex shouted, "You took my people and you're going to give them back."

"You do realize that we will be rained upon with sharpshooters if we attack," the Arbiter warned, "We should reconsider."

"Let them fire," Wrex exclaimed, "They took my people and I'm getting them back. If they get in my way, too bad for them."

The Arbiter then heard several more thumps besides him, and he knew that Shepard, Liara, and Garrus, had decided to intervene. Shepard stepped forward to try and calm Wrex.

It was then that a Salarian in black armor stepped forward. He looked different from the other Salarians, like he did not wish for this to happen, but for everyone to settle down. Thel wanted to be hopeful, but he did not want to be too hopeful, so he remained at ready to defend the team should they fire first. He would be made responsible for starting a battle. There were far more important and dangerous enemies to kill.

"Commander Shepard," the Salarian said, "Please calm the Krogan. We've only just been told about this."

"Then tell your men to lower their weapons," Shepard replied, "I don't want to do battle right now."

"Agreed. Stand down, all of you!"

Nobody did lower their weapons immediately, and when they did, their looks were anything but at ease.

"You and you team can enter," he said, "The Krogan must stay here."

A growl was the response, and the Salarians were intimidated by it, as Thel noticed. They seemed easy to read for him.

"Wrex," Shepard scolded.

After a mutter and grunt of disapproval, he holstered his rather heavy-looking shotgun, and his biotic field dispersed quickly, leaving a still-unsatisfied Krogan.

_Perhaps he is not as good at controlling anger than I believe him to be, but he is loyal to his people, a very praiseworthy trait._

The tension seemed to deflate immensely as everyone lowered their weapons and their guards. Thel's eyes narrowed to see the many snipers perched atop several of the building scattered around the area. Those were really terrible positions to be taking up firing positions, right in plain and open sight. A good sniper would find a way to hide where virtually nowhere could detect them. That way they could take down targets without fear of discovery.

As he walked down the ramp, close behind the rest of the ground team, he noted several blue containment fields with strange creatures of all shapes and sizes. These Salarians looked to be a more scientific species, not the kind of people the Arbiter really appreciated, but then again, science was what allowed him to wield the technology he did.

As for these Salarians, his first impression was that they were no more stronger than a normal human, and maybe not quite as strong, as their physical appearance was hardly intimidating and rather pathetic in his opinion, and the soldiers and security lining the perimeter and guarding entrances were doing little to impress him.

But despite his unimpressed impression of this species, he still watched them all carefully, giving several of them hard stares, enough to get them to try and avert their eyes away from them, another reason he did not like them.
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**Some of my reviewers out there have asked me what about Javik, and I say, his time is coming, but all things in good time.**
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Chapter 22: Secrets of the Salarians

**Annos Basin, ****Pranas System**

**Sur'Kesh, **

** March 8 2183**

** 1337 Hours**

** Shepard P.O.V**

Shepard's mind was still processing all of the events of the previous few minutes. They had successfully stopped a potential battle from breaking out, a battle which would most definitely leave each side with a serious grudge and disrespect for each other, and could lead to war, and at the wrong time to top it all off. It was fortunate enough that the Arbiter seemed to realize this as well and tried to talk Wrex down, but Shepard knew better than to think that the old Krogan was happy about this situation, or anything that had happened for that matter.

When she wasn't trying to keep her team under lockdown, she could actually say that Sur'Kesh was a nice-looking place. It reminded her of some of the more lush and green places on Earth that she visited as a child, like a rainforest. Shepard herself was really comfortable in temperature extremes, and for some odd reason, being in cool or otherwise neutral weather wasn't her preference, probably because in battle, she was extreme in battle, or maybe in where she stood with people, or maybe a combination of those things and then some.

But it wasn't like she had time to observe her surroundings that much in her quests across the galaxy. With fighting always the first thing on her mind, she most often thought of the environment around her as more of a battlefield to use to gain an advantage over her, and here was no different. As she walked around the base with the Salarian officer in front along with her team and Wrex close behind, she was searching for potential points of cover that would provide the best firing range and visibility.

Shepard also searched for places where snipers could be hiding. She also took note of spots where any cloaked enemy could hide and lure her into a trap. She also noted that they were in the open, enough that gunships could easily give them the jump if they weren't careful. For a place where a secret lab resided, it didn't really seem that well-protected, but then again, Salarians believed in fighting a war of espionage, sabotage, and infiltration, so they were obviously confident enough to believe that they didn't need to better reinforced the buildings, a rather arrogant notion for Shepard. Her mentality was prepare for every situation possible and leave nothing to chance.

_And this is what I have to deal with now_, she thought, _why__ can't I ever find a sensible person? Aparently, __a simple grab-and-go mission is nonexistent._

Her thoughts were interrupted when a loud sound got her attention. She was tempted to go for her M-5 Phalanx on instinct, but her eyes quickly looked around her and she found the source of the banging: a large and really aggressive Yahg, the same species as the former Shadow Broker. This one seemed less intimidating because for one, it wasn't wearing anything and for another, Shepard wasn't really intimidated by something that she'd seen once before, the Reapers being the only potential exception.

"Goddess," Liara sighed, "I was just forgetting about them too."

"Wait," Garrus interrupted, "That thing was the Shadow Broker? Can't be, looks so...unintelligent and dull."

"Believe it, birdman," Shepard muttered.

"Now that hurts my feelings Shepard," Garrus feigned offense.

Shepard noticed that the Arbiter seemed content to stare at the creature in the containment field, like he was deciding how to kill it in the "best" way. Or maybe he was simply observing, she didn't know. With the Arbiter, he could be seemingly open one moment and so serious the next, like he was trying not to fit in and yet feeling drawn towards it. The Commander ought to question his mental stability, given that he was the only one of his kind in a foreign galaxy, but she couldn't find a reason to keep him from battle. He was level-headed and a good judge, no reason to be worried. Honestly, the Psychotic Biotic, Jack was probably the worst case of insanity and craziness that Shepard had ever seen.

"You okay?" Shepard asked him.

For a moment, he continued to stare, and then he turned his head to face her.

"I am fine, merely observing the best way to kill the beast if it should get out."

"You sound like you're expecting an attack," Shepard commented.

"It is always a possibility," he pointed out, "And secrets places are exactly the kind of targets that enemies like to ambush."

"And in that chaos of an attack," Shepard concluded, "That thing could get out and you're preparing."

"I never said it would happen," he affirmed, "but best not to take chances. You know this."

She did indeed know, and it unnerved Shepard that he didn't have to be an Asari and mind-meld with her to know this, but now Shepard knew that she could read him like he did to her, and with some serious practice, she could find some cracks to exploit and get him to be more expressive and less dismissive.

The leading Salarian turned around to face her.

"If you'll give me a minute, Commander, I'll give you and you squad clearance to enter."

Shepard nodded and the Salarian went on his way. Seeing now that they had a moment to talk, Shepard turned to her assembled squad. Shepard first thought was to consult Liara because she probably knew something about this base.

"Liara, anything I should know about this place," Shepard asked.

"Depends on what you want to know, Shepard," she said, "I'd heard rumors that STG had taken the females here and held them. I didn't investigate too much into it. I had more important priorities."

"Honestly," Garrus conceded. "This is hardly surprising. Salarians will take everything they can in order to gain an edge. It would just be like them to do this, but what would they need with them in the first place?"  
>"Your guess is as good as mine," Shepard replied, "Anything else I should know about this place Liara, anything that could be a problem in the future?"<br>The Asari didn't talk, but Shepard could see she had something to say. The hesitance was enough for Shepard to think that the next piece of news was unpleasant.

"The Salarians were planning to uplift the Yahg," she finally managed, "For what reason, I don't know."

"That is not a thoughtful choice," the Arbiter commented, "Power is dangerous without the proper wisdom to guide it. These animals have hardly earned the right to be uplifted."

"I'm inclined to agree," Garrus seconded, "I thought they would learn from the Krogan never to uplift species that weren't ready."

"The more time passes," Shepard spoke, "The more things stay the same. Come on, we'd better see if we're clear to get into the labs."

Shepard spotted Wrex and she decided that now might be a good time to hash out some details with him before she went into the labs. God knew that the Krogan was already itching with anticipation for her to get going.

"Shepard," Wrex nodded.

"You okay?" Shepard inquired.

"I will be," Wrex confirmed, "Once the females are away from this place. These damn pyjaks can't take us in a straight-up fight, so they resort to being sneaky bastards."

"We're about to go down," Shepard said, "I thought I'd talk to you. How is it that you know a lot?"

"Can't say here,"Wrex warned, "They're listening, and I'm not about to let my secrets go with anyone, especially Salarians who write poetry and sing songs about waterfalls."

**Garrus P.O.V**

Garrus knew that the Salarians and Turians had a rather good relationship in many ways, both officially and unofficially, but if there was one thing Salarians were extra good at was being secretive and trying to act like they weren't. Garrus knew that they weren't always privy to releasing this sort of information, but even he knew when enough was enough. Salarians, he realized were always into science, but sometimes, Garrus couldn't see the point of pushing the limits, especially to the extent that Salarians were taking it. Hadn't they learned a damned thing from their past?

Uplifting the Krogan was a really hasty idea, but Garrus wouldn't say that it was a bad idea, but poorly thought-out. The Krogan were more than warriors, and they were capable of doing more than fight, it's just that the timing was bad along with the circumstances. In his earlier days at C-Sec, he might have thought differently, called many different aliens faulty or highlighted the bad parts, but that was before he'd actually gone out to see the galaxy and see all the angles out there. Now that he had, he couldn't ever bring himself to think too poorly on any species, because all of them, including the Turians, had faults and limitations and weaknesses. Call it foolish or naive Turian pride, that's what he would call it.

Garrus had never been to the Sur'Kesh, but he'd heard about it, and so far, he wasn't surprised by it. It matched the Salarians quite well, as they were sort of amphibious creatures, liking lush and fertile areas, and the abundance of plant life as well as the sounds of wildlife were all noticeable.

The base itself was quite busy, everyone having a duty to do. From simple guard duty to information studying to species containment, everyone was doing something. How the Salarians managed this, Garrus would never understand. He was fast, but his mind didn't run this fast.

"If you'll follow me," the Salarian in black said, "You're all cleared for the lower levels."

"Anything we need to do before we go in?" Shepard asked.

"No, there'll be someone waiting for you."

The Human nodded her head and turned towards the elevator. Everyone piled into the elevator, though the Arbiter was the first, him being the largest of them all. It was clear that he was uncomfortable in the tight space, and Garrus made sure to give enough space for him. The last thing he wanted to do was test the Arbiter's patience and possibly end up with a missing body part. He already had enough surgery and cybernetics to repair the rocket damage to his face back on Omega, and he was lucky to get away with only scars.

The elevator ride was a quiet one, but Garrus couldn't shake the strange feeling that something was really off about this. Usually, whenever they went someplace, they ended up fighting. It was like battles and enemies loved to follow them. To be without those two was...relieving in one way, but also suspicious in another way. He should voice this, but would it matter if he did? They all had weapons and armor. If there was a threat, they were aptly prepared to deal with it. When were they never ready?

_Well, I take that back, _Garrus thought glumly, _we're__ not prepared for the Reapers, but here they are, doing their reaping. __To hell with__ them, why do my thoughts come back to bite me in the ass?_

The door opened to reveal a large room with Salarians rushing around with datapads, Salarians sitting at desks reading at consoles and still more standing at terminals watching. Garrus had seen many busy labs in his days, most of them filled with really objectionate stuff going on, and this one was no different. It amazed him sometimes how certain people could muster the stomach to perform these experiments and do it for a career. Garrus hated when living things were experimented on, even if for a good reason. The subject would suffer, and anyone suffering had to be rescued. As long as he was a soldier like he was, then he would never accept these unethical tests.

The other thing noticeable was that the room was actually really dimly lit, like the Salarians here didn't want the others around them to see their work. That just made this lab even more suspicious than it already was, but what was the point? They were here to free the Krogan females. There might be time to uncover the other secrets that they kept later.

"Have specimen ready. Need to make final preparations. Must see to their safety," a voice said.

That made Garrus stop. That voice was familiar, and rather choppy sentences were also familiar. Only one person that he knew on a personal level spoke like that. He was Salarian, and he was a scientist, and he was willing to perform unethical tests, and this place, this lab was just the ideal place for him to be at.

Garrus as well as the rest of the crew turned to see a familiar sight approaching them.

"Mordin," Shepard asked, surprised.

"Shepard," Mordin acknowledged, "Good to see you. Combat stance noticeable. Understand you concern. Will help."

"Since when did you go back to STG," Garrus inquired. "I thought you retired."

"Had to be me," Mordin answered, "Can't trust anyone else to do this."

The Salarian's eyes turned to the Arbiter, and he put a hand to his mouth in thought.

"Turian," He asked, "No, far too large. Four mandibles, not two. Eyes more Human than Turian. Armor far too elaborate to be Turian. Armor design suggests spiritual or influential leader."

"He's from another galaxy," Shepard responded. "We call him the Arbiter."

"New species," Mordin nodded, "Excellent."

"So what are you really doing back here," Shepard said, her arms crossed, "If I know you Mordin, than I know that you're not here just to be back."

"You're right. Came here for other reasons," he whispered, "Wanted to help female. Became aware of Krogan importance in the war. Needed to let Clan Urdnot know."

"You must be Wrex's anonymous source," Shepard concluded.

"Follow me. Will show you what's been done. Lots to do. Little time."

Garrus could say that seeing Mordin again was good. The doctor was a good fighter, and even though he was a scientist with questionable methods, he was at least worthy of respect.

"Found females in poor health," Mordin explained, "Did what we could. One didn't survive. Other two in fragile health."

"Just out of curiosity," Shepard interrupted, "Did you use Maelon's data?"

"Yes. Research extremely helpful in recovery. Still have it. May have need of it later."

Garrus turned to look at the containment shields on both sides of the room. Each one held a Krogan in it, and they appeared like they were retrained. It couldn't be a comfortable position to be in, and Garrus felt a lot of pity for the female Krogans.

"Careful, wary of strangers," Mordin warned, "Approach carefully."

** Arbiter P.O.V.**

The Arbiter had seen many things in his lifetime, things that would make any normal person traumatized and possibly scarred for life. He was as well, but only physically. War was in his blood, battle was his life, combat was him, so death and violence and mangled bodies and pain and suffering were nothing new to him.

What was new and extremely distasteful for him was this science base. Apparently this Salarian Special Tasks Group were conducting all sorts of experiments and studying all means of data and doing things that he considered to be dishonorable. These Salarians he knew were not meant to be frontline warriors, not like the Krogan or Turians appeared to be. So obviously, they had to gain an advantage in whatever way they saw fit, and to Thel, that mean Salarians were weak. Anyone who had to resort to artificial means of enhancing was considered beneath him. In order to earn advanced weapons and gear, he had to prove his worth and be superior.

Then again, he once thought Humans to be weak, and they were not.

_Just the same_, the Arbiter mulled, _I do not trust them._

He remained silent as the commander stepped forward to one of the containment fields holding one of the female Krogan. Thel could only see a figure that looked Krogan, but other than that, she looked to be completely wrapped up in a robe of some sort.

"I'm Commander Shepard," the Human said, "Urdnot Wrex and I are here to set you free."

"Why," the prisoner asked, "Why do you care?"

"I believe in fighting for all living," Shepard answered.

"You speak the truth," the reply came, "But surely you realize our importance. And if you know this, then you know that we are dangerous to many."

"I know that you're immune to the genophage," Shepard said.

This female spoke like a person of wisdom, and the Arbiter knew those kinds of people when he heard them. They were calm, peaceful, and patient. This Krogan matched all of those, and she seemed to be foreshadowing something more, like a battle that had yet to appear.

That last thought prompted the Arbiter to tense, his hands brushing against his still-charging plasma rifle as well as his energy sword. Something was amiss.

The slight shaking of the surroundings was his clue that something was going on.

"The enemy is here," Thel said, his hand tightening into a fist slowly.

"Which one," Shepard asked.

She wasn't able to get an answer as her omni-tool began to beep a priority message. She was quick to answer the call. The image of Wrex came onto the two-dimensional screen.

"Shepard," Wrex exclaimed, "The base is under attack by Reapers."

"They were bound to hit sooner or later," Shepard seethed, "Wrex, two females are down here. We're going to have to split into two groups."

"Keep them safe," Wrex said, "I'll be on the landing platform to get them."

Turning off her omni-tool, she turned to her teammates, their attention now on her.

"We're splitting up into two groups," Shepard announced, "Garrus, you and Liara escort the female in that pod. The Arbiter and I have this one."

"Understood," Garrus replied.

Why did Shepard want him with her? Did she not trust him? Had he given her the wrong impression? Why did it matter anyway?

"Will send another man to escort second female," Mordin said. "Will escort you Shepard."

"Thanks Mordin," the commander said.

The Arbiter slowly drew his plasma rifle and activated it, the familiar hum and its natural blue glow bringing familiarity to him. Garrus was quick to arm his assault rifle that sported dirty gold and silver metals and Liara readied her pistol, an almost-black pistol with an extended barrel.

"Keep in close radio contact," Shepard announced, "Whatever you do, keep the females safe. We lose them, we're going to lose a lot of lives"

Garrus and Liara were quick to rush to their assigned task without much thought. Once they were out of sight, preparing their Krogan for ascendance, the Arbiter gave the commander an intense glare, but she did not show any sign of backing down, and met him with her own fire.

"I do not need you to treat me as a child," he growled dangerously.

"Then prove to me that you're not a child," Shepard retorted, "Keep the comments to yourself and focus on the mission."

"I have spoken little about-"

"Don't give me that," Shepard interrupted, "You may not be always verbal, but I know what you want to say!"

"You know nothing about me," the Arbiter argued, "You hardly know me and yet you see fit to treat me as your subordinate. I will not stand for it."

"Exactly," Shepard argued back, "I don't know you, and that's why you're with me."

"Hate to interrupt quarrel," Mordin interjected, "Need to commence landing. Need you to complete authorization command, Shepard."

Both the Arbiter and Shepard turned their heads to see Mordin already ready to go. The female Krogan was there too, and she seemed to be staring at the two. Shepard realizing how outlandish this argument was, approached the console and authorized the move to the next level.

"Hang tight," Shepard assured the Krogan, "You will see the homeworld again."

Hope - that was what Humans seemed to be really good at: giving out hope, even when in the most dire of situations. The commander was just like any Human, except that her words might actually mean something. Her words could just contain actual substance unlike those on the battlefield whispering to their dying comrades. But then again, she was probably gambling on a lot right now. Desperate times made people, even rational people do desperate things. Forerunners knew that Thel had to take at least a gamble or two himself, so he had nothing to say about it. He would only speak if Shepard was about to do something truly beyond her capabilities.

As the lift began to descend with the Krogan and that Salarian that Shepard seemed to know personally, he began to mentally prepare himself. He did not need hope to win. He had skills and training and experience to see him through.

"Should we return to the elevator," the Arbiter asked.

Shepard simply nodded her head, and the two of them headed over to the elevator. The operator noticed them.

"One minute," he said, "Elevator's on safety lockdown."

Both of them had weapons drawn by now, waiting for the door to open.

"_Shepard, it's Garrus. We're making our way up now.__ Wrex was right, we've got lots of Reapers heading into the base. Watch yourself."_

"Acknowledged," Shepard keyed, "We're heading up too. Make sure Wrex is there when you get up."

"_Acknowledged," _Liara responded, and then an explosion could be heard.

It was clear in the Human's jaded green eyes that she was worried for her teammates

The door opened, and in time to see four marauders and two cannibals standing in the doorway with their weapons aimed. Acting on instinct, the Arbiter wrapped an arm around Shepard and threw her and himself away from the doorway. The gunfire knifed through the air where they were standing mere moments ago, leaving only the wall to contend with bullet holes.

The two landed in a heap, with the Salarians in the room struggling to grab weapons and arm themselves. The Arbiter rose and activated his hardlight shield to cover himself and Shepard. The Reaper troops were quick to enter the room weapons firing away. The Arbiter fired his plasma rifle, the bolts cutting down one of the cannibals. Shepard rose after him and unsheathed her shotgun, resorting to her biotics, charging the enemy. A Marauder was staggered and the Arbiter saw a momentary flash, the visual sign of barrier or shield being drained, so he charged himself and threw his left hand into a punch hard enough to knock the marauder into the ground, and its head was quickly destroyed with a stomp.

He was quick to activate his energy dagger and stab a marauder in the stomach, but it did not go down immediately. What did kill it was when Shepard delivered a round to the back of its head. Blood spattered from the dead enemy onto his chest, but he ignored it.

Shepard then unleashed a biotic energy wave, off-balancing all remaining troops. Thel grabbed the gun barrel of a marauder and forcibly twisted it so it could not be fired. He then grabbed it by the throat before slamming it into the ground, his omni-tool flashing as he severed the head from the body. He did not give the fallen enemy a second glance. They were abominations that needed to be put down, not real and worthy opponents. Respect was reserved for those with actual meaning and skill.

Shepard had also been quick to dispatch the remaining enemies before returning to him. She looked fine, or at least not physically injured. She too sported some blood, but like him, she shrugged it off.

"We should find an alternative route," he said.

"Right," she turned to a Salarian, "Is there another way to the next level?"

"Head through that door. You'll have to navigate through some data archives, but you should find Mordin at the next checkpoint."

"Got it," she said.

**I'm now getting into the groove of writing consistently. It use to be really difficult, but now it seems really seamless. I'm hoping that the battle won't take too long, but I've got some interesting things going on, so I'll see.**

**In the meantime, if you guys enjoyed this chapter, then go ahead and favorite, follow, and REVIEW. Remember, all ideas are read by me, and all criticism is accepted. I'll say it again for those who missed it: I won't discuss whose ideas I use, or anything regarding the story.**

**Many thanks to ****Mesnakesta for beta-reading the chapter!**

**Anyway, I hope you all enjoyed, and remember, the best judgement is based on your own experiences. Do not be so quick to judge based what is plainly obvious.**

**Peace, and thanks for reading!**
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**Sur'Kesh, Anoat System**

**March 8 2183**

**1421 Hours**

**Mordin P.O.V**

Have to work fast. Very fast. Reapers forces arriving in large numbers. A very probable factor to deal with, but not entirely possible. Doesn't matter, have to remain focused on keeping female Krogan safe. Still worry for other Krogan, but Garrus good at his work. Can keep her safe. Excellent leader, trustworthy soldier. Don't know Liara T'Soni personally, but know that she's an information broker. Former friend of Shepard. Commander known to pick up trustworthy and reliant individuals. Little concern, but nothing overpowering.

In any event, have to be prepared. Carrying weapon with me, not the best STG has to offer, but something better than nothing, as Human saying goes. Containment shields at maximum power. Can take some fire, but can't risk much. With so much at stake, death of one or both Krogans results in no alliance. Galaxy doomed if Krogan and Turians don't agree to alliance. Have to succeed, for the galaxy's sake. Many disagree, but not the time for personal vendettas. Politicians must be source of objections, but likely objections will fall on deaf ear, another Human saying, very unusual, but gets point across.

"Shepard," I say, "Your status?"

_"Slow,"_ she responds, _"Can't get to the upper floors. Reapers are in our way."_

"Make haste," I reply, "Will soon reach first checkpoint. Need you to clear us. Can fight if need be, but only if necessary."

Explosion can be heard, followed by gunfire.

_"Acknowledged,"_ Shepard says.

Checking Krogan status just to be safe. Nothing to do at the moment. Appears to be fine. She's resilient, but not invincible. Condition is not optimal. Have to hope that shields enough to protect her. Vulnerable in her current state, but not physically hampered fortunately. Her saying nothing is strange. Krogan usually very boastful and confident, but words from female wise, practiced, patient. Gives me a new perspective on Krogan, can see now why females regarded highly in Krogan male eyes. Wise, probably due to necessity. Krogan males not known for being social or friendly with other species. Female must be more rational, more mindful of what males neglect.

Very good for sake of Krogan's survival, for entire galaxy's sake. Krogan only race with even a chance to oppose Reapers. Turians military and navy being obliterated. Salarian tactics obsolete against Reapers. Asari faring no better. Batarians gone, almost extinct immediately after invasion began. Humans fighting back, but not enough. Quarians not seen for some time. Geth, too unknown. No race alone can stand against the Reapers. Shepard's strategy to unite the galaxy a longshot, but only plan worth pursuing. No one else capable of doing it. Eager to see if possible. Anyone else tried, not likely to succeed.

Female remains silent as lift ascends. Can't really say what she's thinking. Likely not in a state of panic. Too calm to be panicking. Worry? Perhaps, more for own species, less herself. Fear? Not likely, very calm and serene under tense situations. Apprehension? Debatable. No matter emotional state, very strong individual. Very wise, very patient, very understanding. Have talked to her for some time. Conversation very interesting, very stimulating. Wished we could talk more. Have much to hear, much to talk about. Comparable to Asari Matriarchs in wisdom, dare say even more than them in many ways. Asari, despite intelligence and patience and knowledge, very conceiting, very arrogant, sure of themselves. Krogan also too, but females seem to be forced to make difficult choices. For sake of entire Krogan population. Forced them to be humble, wanting to learn.

Sound of gunfire and Reapers heard. Have weapon ready, but can't fire from current position. Glass prevents me from doing so. Also confined, not in a very strategically good place for combat. Control panel standing at and working at not ideal for cover. Could easily be compromised from concentrated fire and explosives. Female also vulnerable, out in open, and not armed. Have to hope that Shepard can get here in time, along with new species partner of hers.

Notice that Shepard and partner argue, very much so. Never seen Shepard argue like this before. Likely new, untested partnership. Shepard, in Human years, still young, but experienced. This one, this Arbiter, as heard in their conversation, he is different. Experienced, sounds old, but can't say whether that's natural age or simply doing so much in a shorter life span. Conflict and nature of it suggests difference in ways of thinking. Perhaps battlefield, more likely moral. Strange that Shepard can't rebuke easily. Finally found another that can retaliate in kind to her. Strange, but oddly comforting that she still endures.

Always thought of Shepard as non-Human. All her accomplishments beyond what any Human done in the past. More like a God among mortals: skilled, trained, disciplined, understanding, emotional, duty-bound, and selfless. To see another that can possibly challenge that and cause her pause. That is something I wish to see. Have to know more about new species. Inquire into experience. If able to challenge the commander, then must know what gives the ability to do so.

"Shepard," I key into the radio, "Status?"

_"Mordin,"_ Shepard seethed, _"We're being hounded by Reapers at every turn. Give us a minute."_

"Hurry," I say, "See Reaper troops landing outside. Not in an ideal position to fight."

Shepard curses and an explosion can be heard. Don't know what to say is going on, but can't say much now. What is there to say? The situation is out of my hands.

"The commander seems very capable," the female says, "She will be here. Her words are genuine."

Don't reply, don't say anything, nothing that she doesn't already know. Reaper forces already outside. Will see me any minute now. Must take into my hands to defend. May be able to fire a few shots before compromised. Might die in process, but can't die now. Need to finish Genophage cure, now more than ever. Galactic survival depends on it, on my work, and Maelon, I admit. His work invaluable to work. Without it, task more desperate.

Has to be me. Anyone else could've gotten it wrong.

_I just pray that the Krogan can find a future among the galaxy._

**Shepard P.O.V.**

I can't seem to find any sort of break from my enemies. It's like the galaxy's conspired against me and says that everything I do must end with battle and a bloody path carved out. Honestly, when can I ever say that the mission went off without a single shot fired? When was the last time I could say that the mission went off without a hitch? When can it ever be simple? People think I love combat, and maybe I do, but that doesn't mean I don't appreciate and love the calm and quiet as well.

I blame many people for this. The Alliance, the Salarian Union, The Turian Hierarchy, the Asari Republic, and the Council. Almost four years I've been telling them the truth and they've denied it until now. They might've already known of the Reaper's existence and wanted to keep it away from their minds and that of the populations of their people. It's understandable, but if the Reaper threat was stopped cold and they were to never return, or not for a long time, then I'd be inclined to agree, but they didn't.

Apparently, the didn't prize their Human Spectre as much as their other Spectres. Apparently, I hadn't earned that right, and right now, their approval is the last thing I care about. Because the truth is staring them in their eyes. I'll let them bask in the truth, knowing that all of this could've been avoided, if they had listened. I think after this, they won't dare to disapprove of my judgement.

As I fight these Reaper troops, what keeps me going is my desire to see as many saved as possible. And right now, the problem is the sheer number of troops blocking our path. The Arbiter has become a blur of action, now doing an elaborate circle, enough for his omni-blade and energy dagger to be slashing and damaging everyone within his reach. Those who try to fire on him find either his own shields glowing or they simply can't hit him at all.

He stops spinning, his energy sword coming up to be held up. I see some fire coming his way, but it seems that the shots seem to melt against his blade. I figured that his blade could be used as more than slashing, and it's a good thing I watch during combat. I've yet to apply these tricks myself, and now that we're here, I should give it a go.

I unsheathe my M-5 Phalanx, and I tightly embrace the sword hilt, making sure that I'm holding the blade right. I activate it. It's glowing blue hum gives me a sense of power and control. I take a deep breath as I see the enemy fire attempting to flush me out. I pop out from cover and let out a cry as I charge forward, the blade itself pointed at an enemy. The blade impales a brute standing in the way, now struggling with me. I shift the blade so that I leave a deep gash, its fluids leaking out of the gaping hole. I then feel my fist charge with biotic energy as I smash my fist as hard as I can within the vulnerable spot. The brute reels back as it takes the blow. It slowly stumbles around, knocking down a few cannibals along the way before finally coming to rest on the floor.

I don't stop to celebrate as the Arbiter charges forward, staying in a continuous motion as he slashes, dodges, and blocks enemies. He uses everything at his disposal, including his omni-blade, his energy sword, and his own body. I stay a safe distance as he knocks down two marauders with the weight of himself. I stop to biotically punch one, then impale the other with the tip of my sword.

I see a marauder turn to fire at me and I immediately bring up the blade and I don't see my shields take damage, so I can block now, but I don't wait too long, as I summon a biotic slam to crush the marauder with an audible crack. I then launch a warp at another and encase them in biotic-eating energy before launching another charge. The inevitable explosion of the combined biotics is enough to kill one and knock down two husks in the process.

I turn to see the Arbiter impaling a marauder and lifting it high into the air before releasing it. The fire has stopped, saved for in the distance, but nothing in our immediate area. I stop to gather myself, and that's when I hear Mordin on the com again.

_"Shepard,"_ Mordin says quickly, _"Reaper troops spotted us. Need help. Barriers can't sustain for long."_

"We're working as fast as we can," I say, "Just give us a minute."

_"Make it thirty seconds,"_ Mordin replied, _"Hurry!"_

I get off the com to see the Arbiter scouting ahead. He glances back at me and flashed me a nod to indicate an all-clear up the stairs. He beckons for me to hurry up, so I respond in kind. As we quickly make our way up the stairs. I keep an eye and ear out for Reapers. There's bound to be more. The Arbiter slows down noticeably as we pass through shelves. At first, I don't think much of it, but then I notice the glowing buttons and data. This is a data archive.

Just as we're about to come around the corner, I feel myself being pulled back by something. At first, I want to resist, but then I hear the Arbiter.

"Quiet," he said.

As he says this, I notice that he's holding me with one arm around my waist and holding me close. I'm not wearing a helmet, and I feel just a bit self-conscious, but just the same, it's not a terribly uncomfortable position, just unexpected.

"There are far too many here," the Arbiter murmured, "And we must reach your friend."

"Didn't think you were the type to avoid a fight," Shepard whispered.

"Strategy and tactics are my life, Shepard," he seethed, "I know much about it."

"Then I suppose you have a suggestion?" Shepard asked, "Like using your cloak to get across. That wouldn't work for one because I don't have one."

"Then you will stay with me," he said.

Before I have a chance to question him, I see him disappear, but I also see myself disappear, including everything that's on me, weapons, equipment. I can't see either of us, but I know that the Arbiter is still holding me in an iron grip, and I cautiously grab his arm for support. I now notice that he's also lifting me off the ground.

"Do not move," he said, "I will maneuver us through the enemy."

Normally, I don't get the urge to fidget or get all antsy. I'm Commander Shepard, and fighting is what I do best. I can get through any situation that I'm presented with, but this is something I'm not used to, being held up by a cloaked (what was the Arbiter's species called?) Sangheili? Don't know if that's exactly how to pronounce it, but it's a strange position, because now, I've got no power and I'm not the one in control. All I can do is just hold on and watch as we pass by the rather large group of marauders and brutes guarding the room. They don't react to anything, but seem to be preoccupied with each other.

After a few tense moments of silent moving, I realize I'm holding a breath in, and the moment we're out of sight of them, I let out a small sigh. The Arbiter quickly de-cloaks and lets go of me. I land on my feet, feeling in power again. I make a mental note to myself to take care to be more observant of the battlefield next time so I don't have to be so reliant on the Arbiter.

"Shepard," Mordin says over com, "See you now. Could use help. Shields holding, but require assistance."

I notice that the next room is nearby and Mordin was not dealing very well with the Reaper forces.

"We're on it," I say, my hands going to my shotgun.

I lead the charge into the room, my biotics blazing once again.

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

That previous room, it was teeming with information. Those racks, and the numerous amounts of them indicated a sort of information storage. What they stored was not important to the Reapers, otherwise they would be sifting through it, but what use would information of us be to a Reaper?

As far as I can tell, they mean to consume all life, but is it merely just for the sake of gaining more intelligence like the Flood, or are they motivated by something else? The fact that I have not given that much thought frustrates me. I am the Arbiter of the Sangheili. I was a Fleetmaster, and I do not stop to consider the enemy's motivations?

In retrospect, it should not come as a surprise to me, but I admonish myself regardless. Had I not thought of this, I might just lose a means to exploit the Reapers. Not only has my carelessness overlooked this obvious tactic, but I have also failed to inquire as to the full capabilities of the Reapers, and that is one of the primary prerequisites of war.

With the flood, I knew that ultimately, we were hard-pressed to fight the war, but we did have the means to fight them and at least destroy a great deal of the parasite. The Reapers destroy everything in their path with brute force and sheer numbers. Their technology is beyond that of this galaxy, which means conventional and standard methods cannot work.

It is these thoughts that fuel me, as well as my battle instincts. These questions lead me to kill as many as possible and as quickly as possible. I have never been one to rush through a mission, but now, I have reason to do so, and when we return to the Normandy, I will make it a priority to ask Shepard about this.

My blade meets the chest of another enemy, and I casually slash, leaving an enemy severed in half. I draw my plasma rifle and cut down another in the process. A slight impact on my side forces me to turn to see another abomination clawing at me, trying to break through my shields with a simple grappling maneuver. So I throw a fist into its guts and send it crashing to the ground. I then stab my energy sword through it, the enemy ceasing to struggle.

Shepard, as I have noticed, has already learned to adapt to what she has at her disposal. The energy blade that she has borrowed from me is now being put to good use. She uses the blade as well as her biotic abilities to great effect. These biotics are still alien to me, and I really should also ask what it is as well, probably because I have no doubt that the Reapers will have these abilities or anyone else that stands in our way. I have a few ideas as to how to counter them, but I will see.

It does not take us long to completely clear out the room of enemies. And by that time, the only ones standing are the Salarian and the Krogan, neither of them appearing to be battered, but the Salarian works rapidly.

"Shepard," he says, "Need you approval to go to next level."

Shepard is quick to get to a nearby console to tap some keys before stepping back, watching the lift go up.

"How's she doing?" Shepard asked.

"Good," Mordin says, "Must keep on guard. Check in with Garrus. Need progress update."

"Garrus, this is Shepard. Do you copy?"

_"Not a good time Shepard,"_ a voice says, _"Liara volunteered to stay with the Krogan. I'm having to fight my way up."_

"You okay?" Shepard asked.

_"Remember who you're talking to. I'm Archangel,"_ he replied back.

Shepard merely shook her head, before turning to me, a look that I recognized instantly as a status of my condition, and I simply trek off to the stairways. Her concern is appreciated, but not necessary.

"You get that, Mordin?"

"Acknowledged. Will continue up. Meet you there."

We watch the stasis chamber and the Salarian disappear from sight before resuming our trek.

The stairs are not filled with contacts, but my hearing can pick up all sorts of enemies somewhere nearby. Where they are, I have an idea. My motion detects movement, but judging from the movement, it is not in any rush or any sort of hurried fashion, so that prompts me to slow my pace, noticing the next doorway has been struck down. I peer by the edge to see Reaper forces gathered in yet another data library, but this time, they seem to be completely ignorant of things around them in search for something. Seeing this, I turn to Shepard behind me and motion for her to stay quiet, and she nods, drawing her weapon.

"The Reapers are taking interest in something in the next room," I report, "Is there anything here that could deliver a crippling blow in their hands?"

"Not that I know of," Shepard replied, "Mordin would know if anyone."

"Then ask him," I whisper, "I do not like this."

"Mordin, this is Shepard. We've got Reaper forces in the data library. Anything here that might be useful to them?"

My radio picks up his response.

_"Possibly,"_ he replies, _"Have no idea of specifics, but Salarians known for discovering secrets, trying to unlock them, no other race knows of. Reapers could be trying to obtain data."_

Shepard and I look at each other, and then a thought dawns on me.

"Something here must have them frightened," I say, "If the Salarians have discovered something that can threaten them, then they would do everything in their power to shut it down."

"Then we might need it ourselves," Shepard said, "Anything that can be helpful against the Reapers is fair game."

"I will enter camouflaged," I said, "When I have sufficiently distracted our enemies, you will make an entrance."

"Got it," Shepard said, brandishing her shotgun.

I immediately engage my camouflage and quietly surge forward, the Reapers, unaware of my presence and soundly ignoring their surroundings, as indicated by communicating with each other and their searching. They appear to be trying to siphon information or look through it. If they are looking here specifically, then they must have found a specialized storage place, perhaps a place where certain knowledge is held.

I silently stand directly behind the Turian-looking abomination. It is a shame that these soldiers have been reduced to theses things. It is a truly dishonorable way to die, and knowing the Turians, they most certainly would feel the same way, but the individual is gone, replaced by a thing that obeys, not even a true life form any longer.

I slowly lower the hilt of the blade, holding almost right at the back, and then I simply activate it, then quickly deactivate it. The blade cuts through shielding and through its body. My fast attack is noticed by the others, but they do not know where I am. They aim their weapons blindly. I quickly move to another position, but this time with my energy dagger into the head. Like the first attack, it lasts for not even a second, and then I am gone again.

By this point, the Reapers have been alerted to a threat, and then I hear something against the floor. I look down to see a grenade at my feet, and I retreat back, just in time to see several forms slammed into the ceiling and floating. I turn to see Shepard use her biotics and charge forward, causing an explosion. Satisfied that the enemy is sufficiently distracted by her, I make myself visible and grab one, throwing it headfirst into the ground and my blade finds the back of the head.

Several shots ring out and I can see Shepard had already taken down several enemies with her shotgun. She does have a fast reaction time with that gun, as I note as three enemies are down in two seconds.

The remaining one, a giant brute charges, and I meet its charge, but before we collide, I use my momentum to leap onto its back and stab my blade through its back. I find myself struggling to remain grounding as the brute tries to shake me off. I drop down and grab it from behind, my weight and my strength enough to topple onto its stomach, where Shepard steps forwards and delivers a killing shot to the head.

"Nice one," Shepard commented.

I rise and give a fleeting nod before resuming my attention to our task at hand.

"Is there a console around," I ask.

"Should be," she replied, taking a few steps, then her hand falling over a orange-lit holographic display.

"Here," she said, "Mordin, we've found the console. It needs an authorization code."

_"Sending code now. Should hurry. Nearing second checkpoint. Likely enemy numbers increasing."_

"Copy that," the commander said.

Her hands are quick as she goes through the information. Most of it does not catch my attention, and it seems that it does not catch her attention either.

"Mission reports," she listed off, a long page of text appearing.

"Thantix Cannon," she dismisses, a outline of parts and components to a weapon.

"FTL drive cores," she mumbles, a map of the galaxy popping up along with some calculations.

"Classified Salarian fleet weapons in progress," she continues.

"Useless junk that I can't even read," she says, frustrated, a long line of text appearing along with some scans.

My mind falters.

"Stop," I say.

"What," she says, "There's nothing here."

"Go back to the last item," I insist.

"Why is it important," she asks, looking at it, "I don't even know what this is."

"Just download it," I say, "It is all we require."

"Wait," she interjects, "You know something about this?"

"I might," I respond, "Right now, it may be what you would call a longshot, but it may be worth something."

I can tell that Shepard strongly objects to this, but I persist. She does not realize what the Salarians have discovered.

"Before you go lecturing me," I interrupt her, "I will remind you that does you Alliance not have a plan in motion you Humans would call a longshot?"

That stops her from saying anything further, and Shepard is clearly still in disapproval.

"Fine," she grumbles, "But if this turns out to be nothing, it's on you."

"I am aware of the consequences, Shepard," I growl, "Just download the data."

After giving me a hard stare, she resumes to using her omni-tool to obtain what we need, and what we need just confirms what I believed to be a possibility.

_The Forerunners have touched this galaxy._

**Strange chapter because for one, it's first person. I figured to do a Mordin POV, I had to do it this way, otherwise it wouldn't be the same.**

**Anyway, if you enjoyed this chapter, let me know with some follows, favorites, and REVIEWS! I read all your reviews. I actually got the Mordin POV idea from one of my reviewers. Thanks to Buggy300 for the idea.**

**Hope you all enjoyed reading, thanks a ton for supporting me, and remember, a true family will never leave you behind, no matter what may happen.**

**Many thanks to Mesnakesta and DONOVAN94 for beta-reading this chapter!**

**Peace out!**
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Chapter 24: Here Come More Reapers

**Sur'Kesh, Annos Basin**

**Pranas System**

** March 8 2183**

** 1503 Hours**

**Liara P.O.V**

"Goddess," Liara cursed, "How many Reaper ground troops are there?"

It was absolute chaos out there beyond the protective field of the lift. She and the other female Krogan had been content to ride the storm out while Garrus was forced to fight alone, but he seemed to have a handle on the situation. He was Archangel after all. If he could survive wave after wave of mercenaries, he could survive Reapers, at least for a while.

Liara should be out there fighting with him. She wasn't a pushover when it came to fights. The fight with the former Shadow Broker had proven to be arguably the most difficult fight she had ever endured, but that was months ago, and even he was a mere annoyance in comparison to the Reapers. So many Reapers, and a lot of them arguably far more difficult than mere mercenaries and assassins and freelancers.

These creatures did more than fight. They made her hesitate at times. What were these things? Was there any sign of the being they once were? The Turians, the Batarians, the Humans, the people they once were, was there anything left? How many would Garrus hesitate to pull the trigger knowing that some of these creatures were once Turians? Liara knew that Shepard would no doubt have enough resolve to put these things down, but Garrus, he hadn't come across a Reaper form that actually looked like his own.

Liara realized that she was getting sidetracked and got back to the task at hand: keeping the female Krogan safe. The Asari didn't know what to say to the female. The female remained silent as they descended. Liara didn't know if this meant she was calm or panicking, or what, but she couldn't just leave the female to cope alone. She wouldn't even pretend to understand the feeling of being the last hope for a race or having to cope with something as horrendous as the genophage.

"Are you alright," Liara asked finally, but cautiously.

There was no reply promptly, but the Krogan turned her head slightly her way, sizing her up, and Liara, against her better instincts, fought not to feel uncomfortable.

"I will be fine," she said, "I hope my sister is well. She and I carry the burden of saving our race."

"I can't imagine what it must feel like," Liara answered solemnly.

"I pray to your Goddess that you do not have to know," the Krogan answered, "We may have the burden, but we do so that no one else has to share in our suffering. The pain gives us clarity, understanding, perspective."

Liara was surprised by this response. It was spoken out of experience, and lots of it from the sadness in her voice. Liara couldn't detect a hint of anger or hatred or disdain, just calm and serenity. It was strange that a female Krogan acted like this. She would think that both male and female act similarly to the males, but then again, if both genders did act the same, then the Krogan might have already died out already. The females, if as wise and patient as this one, must carry the burden of making some of the more difficult decisions, along with maybe Urdnot Wrex. The male Krogan just weren't very mindful overall.

The lift continued up, and Liara held her breath as well as held her N7 Hurricane SMG given to her as a gift from Shepard. The commander had recently gone through with a weapons inventory check and handed out weapons that everyone could use. Garrus had gotten access to the recently-introduced Black Widow Sniper Rifle, and he had been so far having his fun with it, hence the radio hoots and hollers he was making right now, so apparently, he didn't have a problem taking down these Turian Reapers. In any case, Shepard did know a thing or two about giving the right weapon to the right person on her squad.

"_Scratch one more,"_ Garrus shouted over the comm, _"I got to thank Shepard for this one."_

"Are you going to abandon your Mantis," Liara asked jokingly. "I thought you loved that gun."

"_Hang on a moment,"_ Garrus called out, _"See one of those Yahg things tearing these guys apart. Might be trying to find you and trying to exact revenge."_

Despite her momentary sarcastic laughter, Liara didn't really find any of what Garrus said amusing in the least. He hadn't been there, and he didn't really know what that...thing had done with her closest friend, Feron, but then Liara thought back a bit. Garrus was Archangel, and he once commanded a squad. According to Shepard, he was betrayed by one of his own people, and all of his teammates except himself were dead. He tried to seek revenge, but Shepard, unsurprisingly had talked him out of it, convincing him it wasn't worth it, so maybe he did know what she went through.

"Just be careful around it," Liara warned, "They're lethal in battle."

"_You don't have to tell me," _the Turian said, _"I'm witnessing what it can do."_

"Just hurry up and get over here, Vakarian," she huffed. "Don't keep me waiting."

Liara was quick to ignore Garrus's next comment. She may be one of his closest friend, but he could be a lot to handle when he was talking about himself. Before he resigned from C-Sec, he wasn't like he was now, but those two years without Shepard had changed them all. All of them knew this, so Garrus and his "ego" could be forgiven for now.

Liara's left hand tensed a bit as she could hear the sound of Reapers above her. If Garrus wasn't here in the next minute or so, she'd be forced to fight, but that would be if the containment field collapsed and she'd undoubtedly have to physically in between the Krogan and harm. It was a thing that Liara had already thought of before she agreed to escort the female. Garrus, even though he was fully capable of doing this, was better off fighting. He'd simply be more useful as a soldier than a guard dog.

The sound of a loud sniper rifle gave her a small degree of comfort, but the Reaper noises were still present. Liara steeled herself and kept her hands on the trigger, feeling really eager to discharge her clip and make the noisy area quiet.

"_This is Archangel," _Garrus said over the com, _"Here to provide you with your Reaper removal service. My price is simple: thank me and I'll allow you to pass to the next checkpoint."_

Liara might just yell at him for even attempting humor now that she was in an agitated and unnerved state. Joker's jokes, if they could be called that, were a handful enough to deal with as it was. She didn't need another source of sarcastic and terrible humor.

The sound of another sniper rifle shot followed by a dead marauder had her at attention. Then a third shot rang out, and a cannibal went down, its head disintegrating from the body. The Reapers in the room began to ignore the Asari and Krogan and focus on what could threaten and kill them immediately. There were still a considerable amount of enemies in the room,

"Calm yourself, Liara," the female said, "Your anxiety is understandable, but it cannot help us here."

Realizing that she was also holding in a breath as well as being really anxious, Liara took some measure to force herself to calm down. She needed to be at her best. The enemy wouldn't show mercy for her or hesitate to gun her down, so she had to respond similarly.

The sound of Garrus's weapon sounded throughout the room loudly. Two more marauders went down and then a cannibal. The only enemies left were two marauders, but the Turian closed the distance quickly and slammed into them with his armored body and stomped on ones face while he activated his omni-tool and impaled the other.

Now the room was silent, and he turned to face her, looking serious for a moment, but then breaking out into a full grin.

"Magic word," he said playfully.

"...Please," Liara groaned.

**Garrus P.O.V.**

Garrus shouldn't have been like this, trying to be a Joker wannabe, but honestly, he had to be. The fighting, though rather adrenaline-filling and exciting, was also hurtful in a way.

Seeing Turians as these marauders was just another reminder of the advantage that the Reapers held over them. Not only was the galaxy losing combatants, but the Reapers were gaining them. He was fortunate that he could still have the resolve to pull the trigger against them, but Garrus knew that the Turians were gone and the only thing left was a trained body with a gun. Like the Human husks, they weren't alive, and that made him feel less guilty about pulling the trigger.

Garrus remembered a time when he wasn't this arrogant or this boastful, but that was when he was a "serious Turian", but like he had told Shepard before, he wasn't a normal Turian. Sure, he had discipline and had training, and he took the safety of those he fought with very seriously, but when there was red tape to deal with, or superiors who gave out bad orders, he'd always question it and try to find a way to solve the problem regardless of authorities or laws. Garrus didn't care that there was red tape. If it got in the way of results, he would break the rules. It was why his superiors didn't like him both in the Turian military and in C-Sec.

With Shepard, he could be free to fight and do what was necessary. Although he himself admitted that he wasn't as restricted as the commander was, and she'd called him out on this fact on many occasions. It was the first time he'd questioned himself, because unlike the other dumbasses, a apt Human expression, that came before Shepard, the Human woman commander authority and experience, but she also seemed to understand the true purpose of all things, and that anything that was hidden wasn't really hidden from her for long. Her arguments for her beliefs were valid and were plausible.

Though he took her lessons to heart, he compared them to his own, and kept them in mind. Shepard did influence him in many ways, but he was still himself. That was until the Normandy blew up and Shepard got spaced. Everyone was devastated by the loss, and it showed one way or another. Garrus found himself looking at a lot of things in the more negative light. Liara, too, had grown to be less shy and more cold and calculated. Wrex had grown to be more mature, surprisingly, a good thing. Tali had grown to be more independent. Kaiden had grown to be a leader. They'd all done some changing, mostly for the sake of moving on in life.

More than he liked to think about it, Garrus realized just how much Omega had changed him. Criminals always did get on off, but Omega made the Citadel look like a petting zoo in comparison. The Blood Back, the Blue Suns, the Eclipse, all of those bastards were just beyond normal criminals, and the fact that civilians were caught in it made him even more angry. The Citadel Council being a dead end and with nowhere left to go, Garrus made the choice to fight there.

It was grueling work, very unpleasant, but he'd come out of it stronger, and with a new perspective. He'd learned how to cope with the death of his team. He'd been able to apply his skills in planning, tactics, and battle, which made him into a better leader. He'd grown overall as a warrior and a leader, and it had been Shepard that trusted him with the second fire team during the attack on the Collector's base.

But most importantly, he'd grown to appreciate even the slightest chances in anything. Without Shepard's support, he'd have never allowed Sidonis to live, but when he could see the Turian again, after hearing Shepard and Sidonis talk, he took another long look through the scope of his Viper sniper rifle and could see it as clear as day that the Turian was guilt-ridden. It was genuine, and Garrus knew he was paying the price for it, but still wanted to make a difference. He had learned to never allow pessimism to get the better of him like so easily.

Now, dealing with the "old" enemy again, he'd visited his roots, and part of that was not teasing the temporarily "helpless" Liara, like the young Asari would've been several years ago.

With a wide smirk painted on his face and with Liara giving him her best angry stare, he sent the lift off to the next checkpoint.

"I'm moving up," Garrus reported, "I'll raise Shepard in a minute."

"_Acknowledged," _Liara said, _"Just don't take too long."_

Nodding to her, he took out his rifle and began jogging to the nearest door. The sight of a red seal got him annoyed for a moment, but then he remembered that Shepard and the team were authorized to enter into the facility, so maybe he was still valid. Eyeing a nearby console, he quickly allowed it to scan him, and thankfully, it recognized him and allowed him to enter.

"Shepard," he keyed into his com, "You there? We're heading to the next level. One more and we're on the roof."

"_Sorry Garrus," _Shepard sounded, _"I'm in the middle of a file transfer."_

"In the middle of battlezone," Garrus sighed, "For Spirit's sake, Shepard, why now?"

"Mordin says that there's some sensitive information here that other species don't know," Shepard explained, "Secrets that may be why the Reapers are here."

It didn't take Garrus long to put two and two together to realize the implication.

"Something here that can fight Reapers?"

"_Sounds like it. The Arbiter thinks he's found it. I'm trusting him on this one."_

"I hope he's got good judgement, otherwise we're screwed big time."

"_I know. We're still on our way up though. I've sent the Arbiter ahead while I finish the transfer."_

"See you up top. Garrus out."

Shutting off his com, he aimed his rifle and pressed forward, keeping his eyes and ears out for trouble. The hall wasn't brightly lit, and Garrus felt himself being reminded of the cloning facility on Virmire That place was creepy to him at the time, and it still was in many ways. Those dark halls kept him in edge as well as scared as hell. The labs themselves were repulsive and monstrous. To be comparing that to a Salarian STG facility was not a good way to view the amphibious people.

Aware of the sounds of gunfire and other deadly things, Garrus cautiously put his back to the wall, waiting for a moment before turning the corner. The first things he noticed was that the room was ravaged already, but there were no enemies in sight. The entire room was clear, save for a few bodies of both Salarians and Reapers, but otherwise quiet. This stirred Garrus's curiosity. He would think that the Reapers would at least be here somewhere, at least one or more for lookout, but Garrus wasn't going to complain about it. Less enemies meant more time to get to the next level, and Spirits knew that mere seconds could be the determining factor between a successful mission and a failed mission.

That was until he noticed why it was that there weren't any more things living living in this room. Realizing that the room was much bigger once inside, he scanned the entire area. It looked to be some sort of storage area.

It was then that he noticed that there were once containment shields here, and more likely than not, there were dangerous creatures still here. Wild mostly, because an intelligent species could find a way to break the shields. That thought made him turn his attention to the bodies of both the Salarians and Reapers. Looking more closely, he could see gouge marks, claw marks, and some really damaging wounds. Maybe it would be a good idea to warn everyone about this, not that they were of any concern, but better to be safe than sorry.

"Garrus to team," he commed, "Be warned. We may have some hostile creatures that are mauling friendlies and Reapers."

"_We cannot deviate from the course," _the Arbiter said, _"We must remained focused."_

"_Ditto to that," _Shepard said, _"We're dealing with genocidal machines. A few wild animals are the least of our problems."_

And this was exactly why he wasn't worried one bit about the team.

**Arbiter P.O.V**

The Arbiter knew that in order for them to be most effective, he would continue on ahead to secure the female Krogan while Shepard retrieved the data. Shepard immediately agreed to the idea without any sort of resistance, and the Sangheili was relieved. She knew when to take advice, or at least trusted him enough to allow him to take charge. Whatever the case, he was fully using that ability now.

For now, Thel stuck to the walls, using his active camouflage and remaining undetected. Normally, it was the Sangheili who would fight all enemies face-to-face and kill all of their enemies. Subtlety was another of the many aspects to the art of war. The more subtle a Sangheili could be about killing, the more skillful they were, but that subtlety and this one were different. One was intended to ambush and kill without much notice while the other was meant to slip by enemies. The Reapers may provide some decent fights, but fighting would have to wait. A more important objective was waiting.

The cloak keeping his movements undetectable and the Arbiter himself keeping his noise to a minimum skillfully maneuvered through and away from the Reapers. He was then confronted by a ladder that led up. Thel growled, because this was a very slow means of getting up there. He was much better suited to scale it, and in much faster time than climbing this ladder.

Reluctantly, he pulled at the ladder to confirm it could hold his weight before grabbing with one hand and then propelling himself upward, his fingers just barely reaching the edge of the floor above. Exerting some strength, he pulled himself up, activating active camouflage immediately.

He rounded a corner and came face-to-face with a brute, which was still unaware of him, but he could not bypass this one so easily, so. Thel grabbed his energy blade and carefully shifted his blade so that when it activated, the two blades would align with the ground, and would take out the target spot on the body he was aiming for,

The blue blade came to life and immediately the brute's eyes were the first thing to meet the still-extending blades. By the time the blade had fully extended, the blade had neatly burned through its eyes and through its head and out the other side, the sound of its insides cooking. Thel immediately forced the blade left a bit, then right, and the blade severed the top half of the head. Without a sound, the beast collapsed in a heap, Thel leaping over it and continued on.

It was not long before he was greeted with fire. He was quick to retaliate with his plasma rifle, firing in calculated shots and with pinpoint precision so as not to waste shots. The rifles were not at full charge, so he was trying to use them sparingly now. His aim proved true as blue bolts of plasma hit their marks and seared through flesh and causing damage to the head of several cannibals. A husk in armor tried to latch onto him, but the Arbiter grabbed it by the throat and crushed the neck, the head now rolling loosely. The body was then used as a shield, the Arbiter feeling the impacts of more shots at the dead husk's back.

When the Arbiter could see through the recent bullet holes, he tossed the body at the nearest enemy, off-balancing it. He quickly threw his energy sword and tracked it as it swung around in an arc, instantly killing any enemies in its path. When the blade returned to his hand, his plasma rifle snapped up to strip a marauder of shielding before sucumbing to being burned from the inside.

Hearing the sound of metal clanking against metal, he hurried his pace, guessing that the Mordin Salarian was nearby, and hopefully without much damage to the containment field. His was correct in his prediction, but then Reapers began to pour into the room, and the Arbiter quickly ducked behind a pillar and considered how to attack next when he noticed a weapon on the ground. Making a split-second decision, he grabbed it, not sure what weapon this was going to shoot, but deciding that a bit of firepower was not a bad thing. He quickly appeared out of cover and fired the gun, finding the kick easy to handle, but he was greeted by the sight of a blue blur being hurled from the weapon, which met with the body of of marauder. At first, nothing happened, just a blue glowing globe attached to the enemy, but it took only a split second for him to realize what it was: a grenade launcher. The explosion followed several seconds later. Thel quickly fired another two rounds, the next one staggering it and final one partially destroying the body.

Thel retreated back into cover, to find a cannibal greetingm so he quickly kicked it back and then shot again. When he tried to fire again, the sound of an alarm and a venting noise was all that greeted. The weapon must require more ammunition, one of those clips that everyone needed to use, but one explosion was enough to kill the Reaper.

So the weapon was like a Type-52 Guided Munitions Launcher, except much smaller and without a seeker function. It would do for now, he supposed, but then again, it forced him to ask another question.

_Similar weaponry. Another "coincidence"? I think not._

The technology, the enemies, the species, all similar in one way or another, with perhaps the scale of conflict being the only real difference. No matter, there were too many coincidences at once. He already knew that the Forerunners had touched this galax based on the data obtained from the data, but that was for another time.

Noticing a small clip on the ground, he was quick to find the loading mechanism and put the clip into the weapon. He quickly engaged stealth mode and moved around the enemies remaining. He carefully placed the new weapon against his back magnet, he activated his energy wrist daggers and struck two enemies from behind and slamming them into the ground in the process.

The final enemy, a single marauder, fired at him, but he shifted his body to avoid the shots. The creature fired again, but again, he shifted to dodge. Closing the distance quickly, he grabbed it by the head, and brought his armored head back before slamming it into the enemy as hard as he could. He could distinctly hear the sound of something cracking, and the enemy went limp, and he let go, the enemy dealt with.

He fianlly resumed his attention to an intrigued-looking Mordin and neutral female Krogan. He said nothing as he struggled for a moment to work at the controls, but he quickly knew what to do. It was like dealing with Forerunner controls for the first time: difficult initially, but soon as easy as breathing.

"Close quarters combatant," the Salarian commented, "Nimble. Versatile. Trained. Many things. Would like to see further."

The Arbiter's silence, annoyingly, seemed to only spur the Salarin to say more things.

"Trained warrior," he continued, "Silent, suggests alienation. Would like to help acclimate if desired."

"Perhaps," he replied simply.

He then turned to face the Krogan, and she regarded him as he did with her: a staring contest. It lasted for a moment, then the lift began to descend. The Arbiter watched as they were out of sight, and the his communications channels came to life.

"_Arbiter, this is Shepard," _the commander sounded, _"If you're reading, acknowledge."_

"Arbiter here," he reported, "I am moving to the roof of the base. Have you extracted the data?"

"_I've got it," _Shepard said, _"Wrex, if you're receiving this, we're coming up with the first female."_

"_Garrus to ground team," _the Turian said, _"We're also about to clear the final checkpoint before the roof."_

"_About time you guys hurried up," _a gruff voice replied, _"Harvesters are targeting my ass like hell. You'll have to defend the females until I can get to you."_

_"Acknowledged," _Shepard sighed, _"Arbiter, you know what to do."_

Not bothering to respond, the Arbiter shut off hit end and searched the room for an exit to the roof. One final push, and the mission was done, assuming the Krogan survived.

**One final chapter for the mission on Sur'Kesh, and then, we're off to our next planet.**

**As always, reviews are most appreciated, especially since I'm close to 300. Good, bad, whatever you feel is appropriate for this chapter, leave it in a review. It's these small things that propel me forward into writing this story.**

**I'm lucky to be continuing updating, but these next couple of months may challenge my ability to remain on a weekly basis. I'll do my best, because you're all awesome for reading this story. Thank you all for your support.**

**Hope you all enjoyed reading, and remember, ****Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.**

**Peace out!**
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Chapter 25: The Reaper Effect

**Sur'Kesh, Anoat System**

** March 8 2183**

** 1503 Hours**

**Shepard P.O.V.**

Commander Jane Shepard, as soon as the data was retrieved, was quick to arm her shotgun and take off in a sprint. She needed to make up lost ground and catch up with the Arbiter. If there was one thing she could count on from all of this was that he had likely left a wide berth for her. He had certainly torn through the enemies that stood between him and the objective.

That being said, Shepard didn't want to leave anything to chance. As long as the Reapers were here, then they were all in danger, and she didn't care to know what was going on in the sky. Looking at the sight of the Reaper ships occupying any space sent a slight chill in her body, but it also resonated anger, anger that the Reapers could so blatantly disregard life and could somehow rationalize that the slaughter of millions and their existence was to preserve life.

They claimed to save the organics, but for ones who claimed such a enormous duty, their methods indicated otherwise, but Reapers were stubborn, refusing to accept any other method as viable. They only saw their way as the only way for time to continue.

Shepard didn't pity nor feel any sort of sympathy for the machines, and yet, she couldn't help but wonder where did this callous and indifference and coldness come from. Shepard recalled one of EDI's observations of the Reapers, commenting that they were part organic, the essence of past civilizations accounting for the Reaper.

Supposedly, there were the pinnacle of organic life, but they weren't invincible, as demonstrated by the death of Sovereign, but if there was one thing that the Reapers were sure of, it was their own capabilities. They weren't ones to lie about what they could do, nor did they exaggerate their abilities; Shepard knew this firsthand. Having seen her share of indoctrinated souls, the ability to take down multiple dreadnoughts without so much as a scratch, and seemingly untold numbers, they had a higher understanding of organics than perhaps all of them. If they claimed to be the pinnacle of life, then obviously they meant it in some respect other than physical. Of course their lifespans were indefinite, but they could be destroyed. So how were they the pinnacle?

It was these questions that resounded within her mind because she had always been told by others that information was power, and sometimes, getting into detail about the enemy, even the smallest details could lead to a breakthrough as to how to counter them accordingly. The Reapers may be a misunderstood enemy initially, but Shepard had slowly come to the conclusion that the Reapers had motivations and goals, because if they didn't then all organic life would be destroyed outright and not harvested. Motivations and goals suggested that their creators, if they had one, had programmed them to be this way. Shepard couldn't really pinpoint the purpose of these harvests. There were theories and ideas, one or two Shepard considered, and a greater more proposed by Liara, and by hew crew. It didn't matter at this moment.

What mattered was this intel that the Arbiter seemed to take an interest in. Shepard honestly was having seconds thoughts regarding this. The Arbiter might as well still be an unknown, but Shepard could no longer deny that he had the marks of a true leader, controlled, experienced, and mindful. She had yet to test his ability to lead in battle, but so far, he had exceeded her expectations.

He was a natural at combat, a clear veteran of many years of battle. That thought made her question what sort of war he fought. Shepard might not know much about him personally, but she knew that no one got good at this without training and battle to shape them. The Arbiter, even as alien as he was, was no different than herself in that respect, but his attitude with the crew seemed to suggest his war was something that wasn't like this. It wasn't a problem now, but eventually, he was going to have to find a way to better accept the others.

The sound of her shield popping from being overloaded forced her to duck to the nearest cover. She allowed her head to peak over the edge of her cover to see several marauders firing at where she was. She flinched as a few rounds scratched the edge. Gritting her teeth, she rose from cover and instinctively raised a biotic barrier and charged, letting out a savage cry.

The force of the blow was enough to drain the shields of her target, and the marauder didn't have time to react to the shotgun round to the head. She then turned to another marauder and delivered a biotic punch, then delivered a drop kick, her armored boots connecting with the head of the marauder, and it collapsed to the ground. To make sure that it was done, she grabbed her sidearm and shot a single round through the forehead. If the thing wasn't dead before, it was now.

Strangely, she was instantly reminded of Saren. The same scene more than three years ago, Shepard had watched when Tali had shot the corpse to make certain he was dead. The body didn't respond to the round. There was already one that was self-inflicted, but Shepard never left anything to chance, especially Saren Arterius. That Turian was one persistent bastard.

Shepard was so distracted by this that she was surprised to feel something crash into her and send her form into the floor, her head hitting the floor, causing her sense to be scrambled. Shepard then felt hands clawing at her and she raised her arms instinctively to shield herself. After a few moments of blindly trying to keep the hands off her, her focused to see a husk that was doing its' best to try and kill her. Shepard's adrenaline quickly overrode all thought and she was struggled to deal with the marauder as it began to drain her shields. With a few seconds of struggling, she was finally able to rip the dead thing off her form and toss it against a wall before sending a biotic punch to reduce its head to a messy pulp, its blood splattering onto the wall as well as onto the commander.

The instant the husk was dead, Shepard surrounded herself in a barrier and readied herself for any further threats within her immediate surroundings. When she found none, she began to sprint faster to catch the Arbiter while also mentally admonishing herself for allowing herself to wander like this. She never wandered like this. Her mind was trained to never waiver from the task at hand. Wiping some of the husks' blood from red hair before keying into her com.

_"Shepard," _Garrus said over com, _"What's your status?"_

Shepards' mind took several seconds to register Garrus' call.

"On my way with the intel," she replied, "Got a bit caught up with some enemies."

_"What enemies," _the Arbiter questioned, "_I eradicated all enemies on the levels which you travel now."_

"Well, clearly," Shepard deadpanned, "You missed some."

_"I do not leave a single stone unturned as your Human saying goes," _the Arbiter spoke, his tone borderlining on annoyance.

Shepard wanted to deny him again, but then her mind began to recall everything that had happened since retrieving the data, but then she ran into a block: she couldn't easily recall the enemies now. It was like those past few minutes were completely nonexistent. No mattered how much she struggled to remember, the details weren't clear at all, and now, Shepard began to wonder what she experienced was real or not. Shepard wanted to scream for the mind games to stop.

_"Do you acknowledge,"_ a voice asked loudly.

Shepard quickly slipped back into reality and spoke into her com again.

"What was that again Arbiter," she asked the Arbiter.

_"I am currently at the roof, and awaiting evacuation." _he growled,_ "What is your status?"_

"I'm...fine," Shepard said slowly. "I will be up top in a few minutes."

**Arbiter P.O.V**

The Arbiter Thel 'Vadam had been given a moment to collect himself and take stock of where he stood in terms of his battle-ready status. Before he did so, he checked on Mordins' status, making certain that the female Krogan was still well enough.

The first thing that he checked was his energy sword. It had a charge of thirty-seven, which meant that he would have to restrict how much he used the weapon. He could resort to his energy daggers and omni-blade. The energy daggers he was more comfortable with, while the omni-blade was another blade for him to use. It may not necessarily do as much damage as his energy-based weapons, but for this universe, it would suffice, and it was another virtually weightless weapon at his disposal.

His plasma rifles were relatively unused for the mission, but they were not fully charged to begin the mission, both just under half charge, so like his energy sword, he would try restrict use of the weapons. His concealed plasma pistol was still at full charge, but he only wanted to use the weapon as a last resort.

The other weapon that he had picked up, the grenade-launcher weapon, was currently sheathed, and Thel had been fortunate enough to find an abundance of thermal clips lying around. He recalled Shepard and many soldiers both on the field and from the squad that used these to load their weapons. The means to reload was also easy, and the weapon accepted the thermal clip.

The Arbiter's armor, was still in perfect working order. His shields had been tested, but he had always either killed the enemy or found cover or cloaked or evaded before his shields were collapsed. His practice with the enemies of this galaxy had given him an idea of how strong his shields were against these weapons, and he could now see that the shields of enemies were easily bypassed by plasma weaponry, likely because he had not seen many energy-based weapons, only projectile-based weapons. He also noted that with enough physical power, the shields could be broken through as well.

Feeling confident that he could withstand a final enemy charge. The sight of Reapers ships both in the sky and on the ground only filled him with disgust, but his attention was focused on the flaming objects that were falling from the sky, likely enemy reinforcements. Thel sheathed all weapons and engaged his active camouflage.

"_Garrus to Arbiter,"_ the Turian said over com, _"You on the roof?"_

"Yes," the Sangheili whispered, "But the enemy closes on me. I must remain silent and strike unseen."

"Got it," Garrus replied, "Wrex, you get that?"  
><em>"Could you guys call me at a better time," <em>the old Krogan exclaimed, _"Preferably when I'm not being shot from every conceivable direction?"_

"We will hold our positions." Thel muttered, "But I am more concerned about the Reapers in the atmosphere. Will we not be shot down should we try to escape the planet?"

"_That problem is easily fixed," _Shepard said, _"Shepard to the Normandy, what's your status?"_

"_The stealth drives are engaged and the Reapers do not know we are in atmosphere," _the voice of EDI spoke, _"Do you require assistance?"_

"_Wrex is being hammered at every corner," _Shepard explained, _"Take the heat off of him so he can retrieve the females."_

"_Roger that, in position and ready to kick Reaper ass," _the Human Joker said. _"And Wrex owes us drinks when we get to the bar, assuming the Reapers haven't conquered that too."_

Thel squelched his communications as Joker concluded his rather bland attempt at humor. He could not comprehend how Shepard could tolerate and support his unnecessary words, but then again, they were Humans, and the Arbiters' knowledge on Humans, which was considerable among the Sangheili, was still limited. Humans had such diversity that he admired them. Even if the Arbiter could communicate with them, he spoke only one of the many languages spoken by Humans. English was apparently the most widely-spoken one, and the most diverse. Some of the UNSC marines said he spoke like a leader: uptight, stoic, and with a deep tone. It made sense for him and it suited him fine.

"Arbiter," Mordin sounded, "Might be better if enemies see you, keep them distracted from us. Shield better sustaining no damage."

"It will only be a momentary disappearance," the Arbiter assured, "Do not fret. The enemy will be of no consequence."

Thels' attention was focused on the the enemies that had now landed and they did not notice him, but they did notice Mordin and the Krogan. Leaping into action, Thel activated his omni-blade and sent it careening into a marauder. The enemy despite its shielding could not withstand the force of the blow. and the blade pierced through the target. Thel turned his head to feel the slight impact of rounds against his shielding. He turned his head to see several marauders and a brute standing against him. Quickly realizing that he was exposed, he quickly dove to a pillar and hid behind it, staring at his motion detector to assess where he stood.

The marauders, he knew, were going to be a serious problem. Focusing on the brute would leave him exposed to enemy fire and then he would be playing a dangerous evasion game.

Thinking quickly, he engaged his active camouflage and charged into battled, and attacked the first marauder with blinding speed. He was quick to slam into the enemy into the ground and the collapse with the enemy behind cover, stabbing it in the head with his omni-blade. Still lying behind a pillar, he could hear rounds bouncing off of the fallen stone. Activating his camouflage again, he peered over the edge. Three marauders pour fire while the brute was rapidly approaching his last visible location.

All that firepower was still leaving him in a tight spot, and a new plan was needed. The Arbiter then realized that he was not using everything he had. Rising from cover, he instantly decloaked, and the brute responded by charging at him. Thel got into a stance and just before the armored hand connected with him, he brought up his hardlight shield and blocked it, staggering slightly at the force of the blow.

He then charged at the brute, his shield still active, using his strength to force the brute back. At the same time, the Sangheili then reached with free left hand to grasp at his recently-acquired weapon. At the last moment, he deactivated the purple shield, activated his energy dagger and plunged it into its' face. Twisting the blade slightly, the brute retaliated back, and the Arbiter backtracked, but not before firing his weapon, emptying the entire clip, every round sticking into the recently-made head cavity. One round entered the wound while three stuck around the edge. Thel then activated his hardlight shield again, crouching slightly and braced for the combined detonations of the explosives.

The brute howled in anger and pain, and Thel could feel the impact and then the familiar sound of blood striking against surfaces told him that the brutes' head was reduced to a stain.

The hardlight shield faded and just in time as the marauders were now trying to reload their weapons. This gave a split-second for Thel to cross the threshold separating them and activate both energy daggers and impaling them through the chins. The two deactivated unceremoniously to the ground.

Thels' armor was covered in blood, but he was not fazed in the least by it, but Mordin did seem to notice.

"Bloody battle," he commented, "Not afraid to be close and personal."

Before a response could be made, a scream began to echo throughout the compound, but unlike the sounds of distress, it was not in fear that reverberated through it, but more like an unnatural and deadly sound, almost deafening.

The Arbiter turned his head to see something approaching, deathly pale and dead like the Reapers troopers he had just killed, but this one was abnormally tall and skinny, without any sort of mass that suggested strength, covered in unsightly body scars, and then it teleported to another near location, then again. It was quickly closing the distance. It was covered in a blue glow, which Thel interpreted as a biotic field.

Thel brandished his energy sword and his plasma rifle. A worthy challenge perhaps?

**Garrus P.O.V**

The sound of a scream filled the air, and the Turian known as Archangel, or Garrus Vakarian, lifted his head from his smoking sniper rifless scope and tried to pinpoint what the hell was making that scream.

"I don't like this," he muttered, "What nightmare do the Reapers have now?"  
>He then heard something, and he snapped his head to see something teleporting towards him. Garrus quickly thought biotic, but what was it?<p>

The answer came to him as he saw a tall and ugly figure coming towards. At first, he couldn't see what it was, but after looking past the strange spikes growing out of its body, he vaguely recognized the back of the head.

_This is an Asari. Goddamit, I don't have warp ammunition._

Temporarily forgetting about Liara and the female Krogan, Garrus quickly moved to intercept the new Reaper horror, but when he fired his sniper rifle, he missed as it teleported and right next to him. Instantly jumped, he scrambled away from it. Reapers next to him weren't ever a good thing. He fired again, this time, his shot barely connecting, but he couldn't spot any visible damage to its' shields. He'd have to keeping the pressure on until he ran out of ammunition or it died, preferably the latter.

The freakish Asari raised an arm and launched a warp towards him. Garrus, having learned to dodge hundreds upon thousands of times, instinctively ducked behind a console, feeling the impact against the metal. Deciding that using his sniper rifle would only get him killed fast, he switched to his Phaeston, making sure his only ammunition mod, cryo, was loaded. He rose from cover and began to pepper the thing with rounds, seeing them impact, but he couldn't see any damage. The Asari tried again to throw a warp at him, this time, the biotic attack connecting and draining his shields.

_Shit. This is going to leave a mark._

Not daring to leave cover, Garrus prayed that the Asari kept being slow enough until he could get back in the game. In the event that it did teleport, he readied a proximity mine to throw. Maybe it would be enough. to at least damage it if not take it to hell with him.

Garrus counted down the torturous seconds as his armor status showed shields recharging. He'd have to stay clear of that less he want to keep being vulnerable. The Asari teleported, and Garrus felt a momentary feel of panic, and sprinted away, trying to lead it away from Liara and the Krogan, but also keeping his distance from it. He turned around and activated an overload, and he then noticed that the blue aura around it vanished, and he took that as a cue that the shields were gone, so he began to cut loose with his rifle, holding the trigger. The Asari made no effort to teleport to avoid him, and for a moment, rounds didn't seem to do much, but then Garrus spotted a thin layer of ice forming on its body.

The Asari screamed loudly again and then it surrounded itself in another glowing blue aura. It then then teleported and before he knew it, Garrus couldn't stop himself from being hoisted off the ground, and he was surprised by the strength behind the arms. The grip it had on him was like iron, and figured the thing had something to finish him off. With lightning-quick reflexes, he threw the proximity mine and it detonated, causing the thing to drop him and scream as it was blinded. Taking this as an opportunity, he quickly unsheathed his Black Widow and allowed himself a second of aiming before pulling the trigger, watching the round impact and pass through its' head. The lifeless body remained still before falling into a heap.

Panting heavily from adrenalin, he rose unsteadily, his trigger finger twitching, just looking for an excuse to pull the trigger. With some effort, he made his way back to where Liara and the Krogan were waiting.

"That thing was an Asari," Liara whispered, clearly horrified.

"That thing," Garrus exclaimed angrily, "almost killed me, and you're worried about it being Asari?!"

Liara's first reaction was give him a glare, and he met her glare. Sometimes, Liara could be really annoying like this. She then shifted into a shameful face.

"I'm sorry, Garrus," she whispered, "I'm just shocked."

"Look around you, Liara," the Turian gesture, "Do you see these things that were Turians? Don't presume you're the only one with problems here."

She didn't respond, and Garrus watched her carefully.

"You both are beginning to understand the strife of the Krogan," the female said, "Work to fight against it. Do not let this overcome you or all is lost."

Both Garrus and Liara turned their heads to meet the Krogan. With a great sigh, he simply made his way to the console and typed in the final command. As the barrier came down, the sound of several more Reapers came into view, and Garrus aimed his rifle only to see the enemies enveloped in a biotic field, then tossed over the edge. The second was immobilized by a stasis and then the sound of Claymore shotgun sounded, the unmoving enemy not standing a chance.

Garrus turned his head to see Wrex coming out of the shuttle that had dropped them all off, his gun still smoking, his biotics flaring. He casually got out of the shuttle, taking in the dead Reapers.

"Nice to see you haven't lost your touch, Garrus," Wrex commented, "I was worried that Shepard was holding you back."

"And I thought your throne made you soft," Garrus replied, "Made you forget how to hold a gun."

"You wish, Turian," Wrex shook his head.

He turned to the female Krogan, holding a hand out. Mordin had already tried to help her out only to be pushed aside by the larger Krogan.

"Let's get you out of here," he said, this time more calmly.

"Shepard," Garrus keyed over the com, "What's your status?"

_"We're on the rooftop now," _Shepard said, _"Arbiter just wiped the floor with some Asari Reaper thing."_

"Saw one too," Garrus said, "Nasty things."

_"You guys okay," _Shepard asked.

"We got the female," Liara answered.

_"Alright, Joker, this is Shepard, you still there?"  
>"Yeah, aside from these oculuses being a pain in the ass and making scratches on the paint. You guys got what we need, cause we got to go like soon."<em>

_ "We got what we need," _the commander affirmed,_ "We need a pick up. Shuttle might get blown out of the sky trying to leave the base."_

It was the first time since the battle began that Garrus could take a good look at what was going on outside. Reaper ships everywhere, just like on Palaven and Menae. It filled him with so much anger. The Reapers could just tear down thousands of years of civilization in days and weeks. And watching as Wrex guided the female and Liara following them, he realized that all of them were suffering. The Reapers had pretty much touched all species one way or another, and to think the Krogan were probably dealing with twice as many problems now, with the genophage and the Reapers.

Ejecting his partly-spent thermal clip from his sniper rifle and adding a fresh clip, Garrus was quick to follow them, his rifle held loosely at his side. Despite being cheerful at face value, his brief but intense argument with Liara still was in mind as the shuttle began to descend. Liara seemed content to stare at the shuttle floor, and Garrus looked anywhere but at her.

**This is the end of the Sur'Kesh mission. This took a lot longer to write than I anticipated, but then again, I'm glad that I don't just write missions so short.**

**If you enjoyed this chapter, let me know with some reviews, follows, and favorites. And thank you all for getting me to 300 reviews. You guys have given me a lot to think about as I write this. You guys give me something to consider almost every chapter.**

**apologies for any grammar errors on my part. I got this chapter out in a rush. You can call me out on that one if you wish.**

**Special thanks to Horizon Unsheathed. The chapters are hopefully more focused on the environment and less on single combat. That's the hope, at least.**

**Hope you all enjoyed this chapter, and remember, ****Anger is never without a reason, but seldom with a good one.**

**Peace!**
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**FTL Space**

** Pranas System**

** March 8 2186**

** 1847 Hours**

** Arbiter P.O.V**

The Arbiter, having grown up as a Supreme Commander knew what to look for when discerning whether his crew was on edge or agitated or angered. Having served in the military where there were many soldiers, it had become his own personal goal to know how to better help his crew. He knew the symptoms, the signs, and the subtle indications.

Right now, even without doing these things, he could literally sense the tension and unease and awkwardness between Garrus and Liara from a kilometer away. The feeling, while not alien and not overwhelmingly powerful, was nothing comfortable to be in, though he maintained an ignorant expression.

This concerned him for two reason. The first was that a divided and otherwise unstable crew could result in disaster in the future. As much as Thel could instantly recognize the friendship and sense of family within this crew and with Shepard, the Sangheili very well that even friends quarrelled over things. Right now, Thel could only guess it had something to do with the Reapers turning their own kind against them.

Thel wished he could offer some sort of assurance, anything to make certain that the crew would be operating at maximum capacity. He knew their pain in a way, but in another way, Thel wished they would shed themselves of this emotional turmoil. The Flood had converted perhaps hundreds of thousands of Sangheili into combat forms, and altough they were once something he recognized as his own species. he knew that the person inside was consumed and dead. Even if they were alive, they would live for eternity in complete and utter pain. Killing them was a mercy.

The second thing that concerned him was that he was caring at all. He had made it his mission to not invest too much of himself to this ship. He already had brothers and sisters to return to back on Sanghelios. He could not commit to more. Besides, he only agreed to aid in this war more out of necessity to use the galaxy and it's inhabitants to search for a way home. While Thel sympathized with this galaxy, he could not bring himself to really fully commit to a cause that was not his own.

But then why fight at all, he would ask himself. Would it not be more simple to be on his own way? Surely, it would be a simple matter to commandeer a shuttle from the Normandy and find something himself? Thel could easily become a "lone wolf" as the Humans said and remain independent. He was more than capable of taking on the enemies of the galaxy, and with relative ease.

Then his more logical mind began to work. Even if he were to strike out alone, where would he begin? Apart from the Solar System, the rest of the galaxy had a completely different map that he had yet to study. There was no familiarity. Alone, he might last a few days at best, before he succumbed to the enemies or a lack of proper resources or any number of reasons, none which appealed to him.

The rational and most logical choice was to help this crew. In exchange for helping them, Shepard could provide him with a means to explore the galaxy, albeit unknowingly to her, and right now, his choice to join her might just be the only choice worth pursuing.

The confirmation of Forerunner glyphs had instantly given him something to hope for. If the Forerunner had come here, they might possibly have a way to return home. It was also fortunate that it seemed that no one could read the language. It made sense, given that none of the species of the galaxy likely had any basis from which to translate or begin to decipher.

The sound of the shuttle landing within the Normandy's landing bay and shuttle door's opening prompted everyone to leave immediately. Shepard and the Arbiter were the only ones who were not in any sort of rush to go anywhere. Garrus and Liara actively worked to avoid each other, the Turian reaching the elevator first, Liara waiting for him before going on herself. Then out came the two female Krogan and Wrex, who looked more than happy, rather euphoric oddly enough. Finally, Mordin tailed them.

"Will see you shortly, Shepard," Mordin said, "Must attend to female before convening."

Thel watched as Shepard nodded. The two of them silently watched as everyone waited their turn to get on the elevator.

The Arbiter watched Shepard's expression, which was an obvious frown.

"Do you know what happened, Arbiter," Shepard asked. "Between Garrus and Liara?"

Silence.

"I can speculate," Thel answered, "They seemed fine during the beginning of the mission. The Asari Reaper mutation, it may have been the catalyst for this sullen mood."

"How tough were those things by the way," Shepard turned to him.

Thel turned to meet her emerald eyes, his orange ones staring at her, trying to get her to see how serious he was.

"Far more difficult than that of these other forms," he answered gravely, "Do not be fooled by their gaunt outer appearance. They are strong. Their biotics are also quite damaging. Always be on the move. They are problematic, but not invincible."

"I'll remember those when I face one down," Shepard responded, though she sounded unsure.

In that instant, Thel's mouth seemed to work ahead of his mind.

"...I am certain you will fare perfectly fine." he strained.

Thel questioned why he had said those words. The words meant nothing to him, should mean nothing to him. Try as he might to rationalize away at everything around him in this universe, he could not continue. He may as well already be an isolationist already on the Normandy. The numerous Humans aboard looked to him warily, and in truth, he wished it would stop. It only served to remind him about…

This was exactly why he did not want to acknowledge this. Thel did not want to admit it to anyone here on the Normandy.

"Thanks," she said, her armored hand resting on his own gauntlet, "It's nice to see you can compliment."

Now he needed to get out of here before he slipped up like that again.

"I should go train," he said slowly.

Thel gently removed Shepard's hand from his own armored gauntlet and did not look back as he turned to the other empty part of the shuttle bay. He made certain that he was out of Shepard's visual range before activating his own active camouflage before stopping.

What in the Forerunners' name was he doing?

Why did he mouth off a compliment? That was not suppose to happen. To give her such a thing was to suggest that he was actually acclimatizing to her and the crew. To do this was to basically admit that he actually liked her openly. He always had to remain separate and distant so that Commander Shepard could work to her fullest and best potential.

Thel had admitted to himself that Shepard was impressive in her own right, albeit with some rough surfaces and many bumps to smooth out. The Arbiter would never openly say so less he want to receive more special treatments from her. He already had enough Human treatment to last a lifetime.

Once he calmed down a bit, he began to reconsider the situation. Was it really that bad? In all honestly, he was not much of a complimentary individual to begin with. Praise belonged to those who had worked above and beyond the call of duty. Shepard definitely fit that profile, and even better yet, she was not one to brag about it. She was humble about what she did, another reason to respect her.

So what was the reason that he did not want to get close to her?

_You know the reason why_, he thought grimly, _Were she to realize what sort of things we have done against Humanity, she would label us similarly to the Reapers._

And should that come to pass, he would be most likely killed or exiled or tried should the galaxy survive, assuming she could prove as such. This was why he could not form a relationship beyond professionalism. Anything more, and the next slip up the Arbiter made could prove to be fatal.

It was decided. No more of this foolishness. Remain neutral, give no indication of friendship. It was for his sake and for Shepard's sake as well as her friends.

But no matter how much he came to this conclusion, he could not bring himself to accept this decision in full. For the first time in a long time, he did not know if he was making a good choice.

**Shepard P.O.V**

Jane Shepard sighed as she reached her cabin and stared at her fish tank. Her mind swirled with many thoughts, most of them focused on her troubled squad, others concerning her talks with Wrex, the two female Krogan, and the Primarch. She was getting a bit frustrated that nothing had been done concerning the alliance between the two disparate factions. Wrex was adamant about what he wanted. So now she had more things to do.

Shepard worried about her two of her best friends as well. She didn't say anything to comfort them when they landed on the Normandy, because in truth, she couldn't really offer anything like that. It was the plain truth and like it or not, they were all going to feel more and more pain as this war raged on.

From a selfish viewpoint, Shepard was happy that Garrus and Liara both knew what it meant to see their own species turned against them. Even after three years, Shepard felt that they didn't really truly understand the pain of taking out these things, but now that both the Asari and Turian knew, it meant they would likely be more committed to the ending of the war. Shepard knew she was at any rate.

The other concern was the Arbiter. He seemed unaffected by the fighting, by all the suffering, and all the destruction, only displaying a neutral and hard exterior as far as Shepard had seen. Though his eyes gave away more than his exterior shell, she still hadn't been able to piece much of anything from him. However, that comment, that one assuring her that all would be well, it seemed painful for him to say it. He seemed even more uncomfortable with how she touched him. Maybe she had not take the right steps to warm up to him. She would try again. Maybe Shepard was losing her touch with her crew.

And lately, Shepard had invested so much time in saving the galaxy and collecting herself rather than getting back in touch with her crew. God knew that she had to get back into that groove now.

Shepard stared at herself in the mirror in the bathroom. Her red hair still retained a relatively short cut, but she never really bothered to pin her hair back, simply letting it flow. Her scars from her reconstruction by Cerberus were still there, but the others had faded away, for which she was grateful. The last thing she wanted was people questioning about her being Human anymore. Looking into her eyes, Shepard recognized pain and suffering, and though she admitted to the others that she had stress and fatigue, she often tried to downplay it. Everyone seemed to take her words at face value for which she was grateful.

Having had enough self-pity and doubt and trepidation for one day, she forcefully shoved it back into the dark corners of her mind and began to search for her crew members.

Right then, the com came online, and Traynor sounded.

_"Commander," _the specialist announced, _"There's a message to you from Alliance Command. It's a priority Alpha message."_

"Acknowledged," Shepard stated, reluctantly returning to her desk.

Bringing up the holographic display, she began to display the message.

_Commander Shepard,_

_ Our colony, Eden Prime has come under attack by Cerberus. We believe that they may have discovered a Prothean artifact there, a significant find that would find it necessary to take the entire colony. We cannot offer direct assistance to the colony as our forces are on multiple fronts fighting the Reapers and assisting whomever has chosen to ally with us._

_ The local resistance has been feeding us with information regarding Cerberus strengths and their studies. A large excavation site has been sighted just outside where the Prothean beacon was discovered in 2183. The exact nature of the artifact are not known, but it is imperative that Cerberus do not obtain it. Retrieve the artifact as soon as possible._

_ Alliance High Command_

Eden Prime. Those words meant a great deal to Shepard.

Where this entire war began, where the Reaper "myth" was uncovered. The galaxy or God or whatever had a sick sense of humor to send her back to that place. Shepard wanted to believe that maybe the Alliance had made an error or that Cerberus was trying to lure her there or something. This could not be a mere coincidence. Not in a million years.

But orders were orders, and like it or not, Shepard had to obey where her superiors wanted her, even though she felt no desire to do so.

"Joker," Shepard announced over com, "Set a course for Eden Prime."

_"We going on a shakedown mission," _he snarked, _"Maybe to get a Prothean beacon?"_

"A Prothean artifact," Shepard corrected.

_"Yeah...I'll get us there. Better not be more crazy things. Reapers are bad enough."_

Joker had the same feelings as she did: something was up, and just like herself, he couldn't say what it was.

The jump to the relays wouldn't take much time, but it would be at least a days travel before they reached the colony world. Good. There was still time to take stock of everyone.

She would first visit Liara.

After exiting the elevator, she casually made her way to the XO office, the door opening to her presence to find Liara typing away at her main console. The giant galaxy map displayed on multiple screens was lit up with some locations.

"Glyph," Liara said, "Have my agents gotten anything we could use?"

"Two agents reported some technology that may help for the Prothean device," the drone answered, "Apparently, now that the Reapers are disrupting the galaxy, many see fit to reveal their cards in full. More specifically, hidden Prothean technology. Perhaps they seek to gain favor with the Citadel Council."

"Make certain that the council doesn't catch wind of this," Liara answered, her head turning to meet Shepard.

"Liara," Shepard nodded, "You alright?"

"If I'm being honest," Liara hesitated, "No, I'm not."

"What's this about," the commander asked quietly.

"That thing on Sur'Kesh," the Asari muttered, "It was an Asari."

"That's what's bothering you," Shepard asked. feigning surprise.

At least she only partly feining surprise. She wasn't so much surprised about Liara's reason for being upset. The Arbiter's prediction was what made that reaction. He couldn't have possibly predicted that reaction without some knowledge of a similar situation. Shepard filed that away. That was food for thought.

"You don't seemed fazed, Shepard," Liara sighed, "I guess it's no surprise. Your homeworld is burning and I'm moping about one death. I feel so selfish."

"Don't, Liara. I don't fault you for it, but it's not getting easier. You know that."

"Yes, I do, but facing the reality head-on still isn't what I wanted."

"None of us wanted it. I should be on Earth fighting for my people, and I left them to get help. I'm saving all of our lives, not just Humanity."

"Because no one else could do it. No one commands the authority or the diplomatic skills you have."

"Almost," Shepard mused.

"Who else could," Liara asked, her curiosity now piqued.

"The Arbiter," Shepard blurted out.

"You know this how?"

"Call it my strange and unexplained intuition," the commander chuckled, "But I get the sense that he's holding back on a lot of things, and not just his story, but his abilities. His voice, it does more than sound intimidating. I can imagine it being soothing and calming. Unfortunately, I don't think he's going to talk about it."

"You want to know," Liara concluded. "You want to make him a friend."

"I think it's a given fact that anyone aboard my ship is going to be my friend," Shepard agreed, "But for the first time, I don't know what I'm dealing with."

It took Liara only moments to piece together the meaning.

"You want help," Liara shook her head, "With making a friend? Don't you know better than to ask me?"  
>"I'm sure that if he told me, it wouldn't have the same effect," Shepard explained, "I can tell he's got one of those ineffable stories. The best way to do it justice is by having you be the one to know."<p>

"By mind melding," Liara finished.

"Come on," Shepard teased, "Surely you want to learn."

That seemed to make Liara a bit flustered.

"I do admit, he is...interesting."

Shepard smiled at this, but inside, she wanted to laugh.

**Garrus P.O.V**

"The situation's that bad," Garrus asked.

_"Our fleets are being systematically destroyed," _the Primarch reported, _"We just lost seven destroyers in three hours."_

"We're working as fast as we can sir," Garrus replied, "Shepard can get it done. I have complete faith in her."

_"i just pray to the Spirits that Palaven will remain when all is done."_

"As do I sir,"

Garrus shut off the com and put down his tools. He then curled his fingers into a fist, sending it careening into the wall. The pain wasn't really tangible to him. His rage, his anger, his hatred, everything that he didn't want anyone to see, he was simply letting it out now. Garrus was never one to be querulous or pernicious, but there was always a first time for everything, wasn't there?

Damn the Reapers. Damn them for destroying his birthplace. Damn them for causing Palaven to burn. Damn them for turning Turians into their marauders. Damn the Reapers for making all of their lives living hell. Garrus didn't even know if his father and sister were out of there, and Spirits knew that if he didn't have the duties he had now, he would tear Palaven to pieces to find them if need be. If they died, he was going to tear the Reapers a new one.

Speaking of Humans, Shepard came in at that moment. He considered trying to hide his anger, but then Garrus decided that he wouldn't be able to hide anything from Shepard. Besides, there wasn't enough time to hide.

"What's going on," Shepard asked cautiously, her arms behind her back.

Allowing his fingers to curl and uncurl he let slowly breathed out before turning to Shepard. Trying to gain what little calm he had left, he stood straight to match Shepard's posture.

"Our fleets are getting destroyed," Garrus said, "I've been discussing with the Primarch whether we hold Palaven or retreat. We're coordinating with General Victus and Corinthus as much as we can."

"How does the Turian military look overall," Shepard asked.

"If we can't get the Krogan to help, we might as well be digging our own graves in no more than six months. I don't imagine that the Alliance is any better?"

"No," she sighed, "And speaking about the Alliance, we're heading off onto another mission for Alliance Command."

"Where are we going," the Turian inquired.

"Eden Prime," Shepard said gravely.

The same planet where Saren had launched an attack. That seemed to much of a coincidence.

"Are they serious," Garrus exclaimed, "Or are they being ass clowns about this?"  
>"This is war to the death," Shepard deadpanned, "You think anyone's laughing right now?"<p>

"Even if it isn't a cruel joke," Garrus continued, "It wouldn't be just a coincidence. It can't be."

"You think I haven't thought of that," Shepard chided, "I seriously thought about calling Admiral Hackett about it."

"And you haven't why," Garrus pressed. "I'd do it the minute I found out."

I have," Shepard hesitated, "one person I'd like to consult first before I make any final decisions about this mission."

"Why do you need input? I thought you got a grip on everything."

"Garrus, I've been under a lot a stress in case you haven't noticed. I think I'm entitled to some help."

Garrus bristled a bit at the venom laced within her tone. He'd never seen her like this before, being open about the stress eating at her. Shepard always hid her emotions and feeling and she claimed it was for the good of everyone. That's what it always came down to: all actions being for the greater.

If an action was selfish or greedy in any way, Shepard wouldn't give a second thought to it, a rather surprising and sublime trait for the Human female who grew up in the streets of the Earth City, New York City. So maybe she did know a thing or two about rough times, maybe more than he could know on a personal level.

Yes, she always wanted what was best for everyone else, everyone except for herself.

Maybe Garrus didn't know the Human as well as he thought he did. He always told himself that Shepard didn't have to prove anything to him because he knew that without a doubt she was doing her best to save the galaxy. Everyone expected her to save them, and well he did too in a way, and that was what made him guilty about this whole thing.

At times, Garrus honestly did thing that Shepard was some sort of deity in disguise. Being able to survive impossible odds, returning to life, resisting the Reapers, but for the first time in, well forever, she was showing signs of reaching that very critical breaking point that could plunge her into madness, chaos, whatever it was.

And at times like these, he needed to stop calling her commander and call her by her real name. He promised to be there for her, and he intended to do just that.

"Jane," he whispered, "Stop. Just stop talking about missions. Stop talking about Reapers for just one moment."

Just to be certain that he had her attention, he grabbed both of her shoulders and squared her to face him, and she looked down, a hurt look on her face, but nothing else. It appeared that she was trying her best to rein in her emotions, like she couldn't accept help from him.

"This isn't about me, Garrus. I want to talk about you. What's going on between you and Liara?"

Releasing her from his grip, he turned his back, then looked at the floor.

"Liara," he began, "She's really something else. I love her like a sister, but for Spirit's sake, she sometimes acts like that the Asari are the only ones that matter, not that Humans and Turians and Batarians are dead and slaves to the Reapers."

Curling his hand into a fist, noticed that dent in the wall that he made, and decided that another punch at it was justified. Shepard seemed a little more than disturbed by this.

"Garrus, that's not her fault. You think any of us want to see this? When I first saw husks on Eden Prime, I was horrified, but that didn't stop me from seeing the big picture. Give Liara time."

"I wish I could, Shepard," Garrus grumbled, "But truthfully, I don't have your temperance. I can't do it just like that."

"Then don't sulk about it," Shepard stated, "Continue to help me fight, for the galaxy. We can mourn our losses once the Reapers are gone."

With that, Shepard turned to leave, and Garrus, for once, wasn't inclined to stop her. Her calming effect had worked partially, but not fully. The sound of the door opening wasn't lost on the former Vigilante, but the Shepard spoke.

"Garrus, I've been here before," Shepard said, "For God's sake, I've seen it happen to you. Don't become Archangel again."

His blue eyes watched as the doors closed automatically. Then the console near the door began to beep, one of his calibrating programs for the Normandy's guns, but he didn't take a step.

The only thing Garrus could do is put his back against the wall and collapse to the ground, his armor against the wall being audible as he slid down, then feeling himself began to crack up. His first response was to scream at himself.

_Stop. Don't do this now. Please don't. You're stronger than this. You must...stop...this..._

After several excruciating moments of defiance, tt was too much. He finally couldn't hold back the sob that escaped him. Then he buried his face in his hands, and for the first time since perhaps his late teenage years, he cried openly, and regardless if anyone saw him, be it EDI or Shepard or Liara or anyone for that matter, he wouldn't even know that they were there. He was too far gone to notice or care.

** This was a touch chapter for me. As I played Mass Effect 3, I began to wonder why there wasn't more tensions between the crew members. I mean, it's a genocidal war raging. They can't seriously be calm and happy and such that whole time. There needs to be a bit more conflict than just the Reapers.**

** Anyway, if you found this chapter to your satisfaction or if you found it to be a bad thing to introduce into the story, then let me knew with some reviews. What do you like about it, or don't like about it?**

** And Javik will be coming into the conflict soon. Maybe one more chapter to cover the travel distance between Sur'Kesh and Eden Prime. I'm not in a particular rush to get to the battle yet. I've been considering carefully they dynamics between the Arbiter and Javik.**

** Hope you all enjoyed reading, and remember, let us act on what we have and not what we wish.**

** Peace to all!**
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Chapter 27: The Arbiter Speaks Riddles

**FTL Space**

** En Route to Eden Prime**

** March 9 2186**

** 06:00 Hours**

** Shepard P.O.V**

Jane Shepard awoke from a dull and dreamless sleep. Six hours of sleep wasn't what she should be getting. She should be getting at least eight hours. But Shepard couldn't recall the last time when she could say that for an extended period of time that she ever had a "normal" routine. That didn't include the time on Earth when she was impounded on Earth.

Shepard sighed. It was useless to try and go back to sleep. She didn't have good dreams lately, just blank dreams, or nightmares. That child in her mind, it stuck with her, like a plague, no matter how many times she tried to banish it from her mind. Not for the first time, Shepard began to wonder about herself mentally. With all the combat and the Reaper exposure, why wasn't she indoctrinated by now? It didn't make sense. It would be easy for the Reapers to do just that and strip the galaxy of their one chance to save itself.

Then again, when did the Reapers ever make sense to begin with? Even if the commander did know about their rough characteristics and overall goal, it still didn't make sense in her mind. What did the Reapers hope to gain from all of these harvests? What was their true goal? Saving the galaxy through destruction and genocide, two entire opposites merged. Very few organics would ever hope to understand this. More than likely, nobody wouldn't ever entertain the idea at all.

Shepard shook her head suddenly. These were her thoughts every time she woke up. These were her thoughts that haunted the back of her mind all the time now. So much death, so much anarchy, so much anguish, and so much carnage. Most of the galaxy didn't deserve these things, and Shepard could only beat her head against the wall knowing that millions of people were dead because every day, hour, minute, and second wasted was time that could be used to save more people. Garrus had once told her that a war wasn't without casualties, and only one survivor had to stand in order for a fight to be worth it.

At this point, she didn't know of anyone else who suffered her own problems. Nobody on the ship knew the true gravity and importance of what she was doing. So she couldn't confide into anyone.

Then her mind snapped to the Arbiter. Though he mentioned little of it, he spoke of finding himself under similar conditions. If he had a story to tell, or something to tell her now, Shepard supposed that it was as good a time as any to know how to better prepare herself and her crew. Any help was appreciated, especially from a veteran of galactic war.

Stepping into the elevator, she pressed the key to the cargo bay and stood as the hum of the machinery kicked in. Once, Shepard had complained about the elevator being way too slow for her own taste, but now, rushing was the last thing on her mind. She just wanted to take life slow and try not to have any emergencies for at least until the reached Eden Prime. A simple wish, but things weren't simply anymore, were they?

The door opened seconds after the descent ended. Shepard stepped out into the open to see the atmosphere in front of her.

Cortez was working at at console, and she gave him a nod, and he flashed her a smile. She did appreciate his dedication, but she'd have to talk to him about being a little more relaxed now and then.

James was at his workbench working on something, but what she didn't now. She simply let him work as she didn't want to disturb him.

The Arbiter stood more towards the far end of the bay. The area was cleared of items, giving him ample space. He must have cleared it himself, and probably without help given that some of the items were things that would take multiple crew members to lift at once or carry equipment. He stood with his back to her, his arms folded behind him, his posture straight and without any sort of slack. His armor glistened brightly as always. Shepard could always look at it and say that it was truly a beautiful thing to look at.

"Shepard," he said, "You require something."

So obvious it would seem she was. Well, it was going to come out one way or another so might as well be now rather than later.

"Do you have a minute to talk," she asked.

"Yes," he answered, turning to face her.

His arms were still crossed behind his back and he stood at full attention, his eyes watching her own. She looked into the them, feeling a strange feeling, an inexplicable feeling.

"You said once that you fought this sort of genocidal threat before," Shepard began, "What was it like?"

"How do you think," the Arbiter asked, his voice neutral with no hint of bitterness.

"I don't think I need to tell you," she sighed. "But I was hoping you'd know something that I didn't."

He turned so that she saw his side, and he continued. Shepard knew that in order to get any sort of conversation out of the Arbiter, talking about combat and war was the best way. In this way, Shepard might get a better idea of who he truly was.

"A war that threatens your own peoples' existence is never one to celebrate. To see my brothers so twisted and corrupted beyond recognition does many things to you perspective. For the weak, they are broken. For the strong, the galaxy is never the same. War is never the same. I myself have faced down the horrors of war to the fullest. Dealing out death, as you Humans say, is what I do best. Killing is my specialty, be it from space or in ground engagements or in single combat."

"How long have you been in the military," Shepard asked, her eyes watching his carefully.

"As soon as I was of adult age, but even before then, I trained day after day to hone myself. My body, my mind, my spirit, everything a warrior would need to do to prepare for a career of war. As part of a well-known military family, it was expected of me to be a leader of an army or a fleet."

"I know the feeling," Shepard said, "I've been groomed to be a leader since I saved an entire battalion of soldiers and refugees. I certainly did my parents proud."

Shepard smiled at that thought for a brief moment, then resumed the conversation.

"So how are your relationships with species," she questioned, "You know enough about Humans to be friendly, though some practice is in order."

"The Sangheili's relationship with Humanity is rough at this stage," the Arbiter explained, "We did not always trust one another, but we did respect one another for being warriors and respectable. We did not become allies for some time. Twenty-seven years went by before circumstances found us working together."

"What stopped you from doing it before," Shepard asked.

"Our interests simply did not coincide with the Humans. Though this proved to be a moot reason once the Flood arrived and our ranks were sustaining heavy casualties."

"What's the flood," Shepard pressed.

"A parasite," he growled, "One that consumes all life and adds to its own intelligence. Even a single spore can destroy an entire species. All sentient life is converted into flood forms to fight against the living. Some of them do not die when converted, only reduced to an eternal state of agonizing pain and suffering and without any ability to control themselves."

The Arbiter paused to let this sink in, and Shepard could see the fire, the hatred, the anger in his eyes, but he continued to speak quietly.

"Plasma, bullets, lasers, grenades, all of these things killed them, but even with weapons, they were brutal, unyielding, and without limit. Our losses were their gain. Entire hordes could overcome even the most skilled of warriors in a single stroke. Fleets could not hold them back indefinitely. They seemed without limits."

Shepard grimaced inside. She didn't even want to know what that felt like, what it meant to feel alive but dead at the same time. Perhaps the Arbiter was more like her than even she dared to imagine. He grew up in a military family. He enlisted when he was of adult age. He was a leader from a very early stage. And they both knew the pain of watching others die by a seemingly unstoppable threat.

_Strange coincidence. Or fate. I don't know which is stranger._

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

Very few of his soldiers in the Covenant had ever cared to ask him about himself. Thel 'Vadam's family was a well-known and renowned family, so all of those under his command simply did not see fit to question about him. It was as if he was a Prophet. Thel, most of the time, did not care to revered like a God among mortals, but a commander leading them into battle.

Thel would never ask anyone under his command to do something that he could not do himself. Everything that he did was demanding certainly, and he expected a lot, but virtually all of the time, he did not have any issues with insubordination. All the warriors under his leadership were exceptional individuals who went above and beyond the expected. Their collective work allowed them to conquer and kill and earn victory.

Those were some of his greatest victories, during the Human-Covenant War, now the source of his greatest confusion and anger and hatred and betrayal and guilt.

He would not tell Shepard nor anyone on the Normandy about these things. Humans, just like Sangheili were very vengeful creatures, and very bitter about things such as these. If anything, Shepard would only welcome him with a barrel of a gun if she knew. Besides, it was hardly relevant to the war against the Reapers. He would share in his knowledge regarding the Flood and the war against the San'Shyuum, but nothing about the war against the Humans.

Be that as it may, it was strange for something to ask him for his own story casually like Commander Shepard did. Thel would not pretend that she was his friend, because she was not, not like the Spartan was. He might have her back, but she was far more talkative than the superhuman was. Thel did not discourage conversation, but if Thel had to guess, Shepard might have her own reasons for wanting to know about him than to simply be friends with him. Still, having someone to talk to was...refreshing.

So everything that he told her was truth, with omitted information and details that did not need to be known.

"I'm sorry for bringing it up," Shepard said, "I imagine you don't want to talk about it."

"The Flood were only one part of the war," Thel continued, "Humanity and our faction, the Covenant Separatists fought a two-pronged war. The Flood were one enemy and the fiends the San'Shyuum and their own slaves fought the other side"

"San...Shyuum," Shepard struggled to pronounce, "Who are they?"

"Another mutual enemy that the Sangheili and Humanity shared." Thel snarled, "They are the absolute pinnacles of lies and deceit. They claimed that their quest would elevate those who believed the Forerunners as the Gods into godhood themselves."

"Sounds like fanatics," Shepard commented, "Those are the kind that think they're justified in all things."

"And they did everything in their ability to prove their so-called knowledge," Thel continued, "By using technology that would wipe the galaxy clean of all sentient life. They claimed it would ascend them to godhood."

"Damn," Shepard exclaimed, "Sounds pretty hardcore."

Thel gave her an annoyed look.

"I will never understand Humanity's desire for multiple phrases and words to mean one single subject."

"How'd you learn to speak Human english anyway," Shepard asked, "Before I even gave you an omni-tool. you already knew."

"Through years of exposure," Thel said, "Though it took time for Humans and Sangheili to unite, we did learn to speak their language and they no doubt have done the same themselves."

"Right," Shepard said, "Your story isn't all that different from Humanity's first contact with the Turians. Didn't get off on the right foot until the Citadel Council got involved. That was almost forty years ago."

"You speak as if you know our conflict," Thel said, "As if you know about our suffering."

"Because I do," Shepard said, "It sounds the same to me."

"No," the Arbiter growled, "It is not the same. How many have died for your galaxy so far? A few million? Ten million? A hundred million?"

The angered response from the Arbiter worked to trigger an angry reaction from Shepard as well.

"And you don't care about that," Shepard retorted, "People are dying by the millions each day! How can you dismiss so many lives."

"When the Great War was over," the Arbiter retaliated, "Over twenty-three billion humans lay dead, and we suffered just as many losses as well if not more. When all was said and done, perhaps over sixty billion on all sides had been lost. Perhaps more."

Shepard seemed to falter for one moment, but that moment passed and she was quick to rebuke him. Thel had to admit that she was stubborn beyond anyone he had ever had to deal with, far beyond that of anyone he had ever had to deal with.

"How dare you belittle our war," Shepard angrily exclaimed, "Winning a war against galactic genocide doesn't earn you the right to act superior and refuse everyone around you. Everyone has a part to play, you and me included."

"You speak like you have earned the right to demand my help" the Arbiter warned, "You have not earned the right to demand anything of me. You have not earned the right to say that you know suffering and death and regret and pain like I do. You and I are not the same. Not yet."

Even as Thel spoke of these things, he was fully aware that he was admitting to Shepard that his cold exterior hid what he. In truth, what Shepard thought of him was not true. He did not view this war any less than the Great War. He did not hate anyone on the Normandy, far from it. And he did not believe that Shepard was incapable of becoming something more.

What was eating away at him was the fact that the reminders all around him served only to fuel him to do something to stop the threat. Too many had died by the Flood's hands and his own all for nothing. He would not allow it to happen again.

It then suddenly dawned on him that he and Shepard were precariously close to one another, very close, their eyes burned into each other, daring the other to back off. The space between them was minimal and they looked at each other very carefully and both were clearly prideful at this moment, neither willing to let a blow be delivered to it.

Then the mood was suddenly broken.

"Uh hey Lola," a voice said, "Should I be worried about this?"

Both of them turned their heads simultaneously to see the Human James Vega watching them. The Arbiter was not amused by the intrusion.

"There is nothing to see here," the Sangheili said annoyingly.

"Right," he deadpanned, "Like I'm going to bel-"

"There is nothing to see here, lieutenant," Shepard mirrored, "As you were."

For a moment, he did not move, and it was clear that the Human was a little more than worried. When he tried to remain, both of them gave him a hard glare.

"Alright, I...didn't see anything. I'll try to block it out."

Both watched as he went out of sight. As soon as he did, Thel decided that this discussion was over. There was no use for an unstoppable force to try to displace an immovable object. Once a more civil conversation could be held, perhaps he would enlighten her better, but unfortunately for him and for Shepard, she did not let him go that easy. Shepard felt her hands on his right arm as she offered a pulling resistance.

"We're not done yet," she scolded, "And you can't keep hiding when you don't want to talk about this."

"You will not change my mind, Shepard. There is no point in trying to convince me otherwise."

He said the words that were true, but he also did not allow her to see that she was right. Running from problems was for cowards and lesser warriors.

The Arbiter did not run.

**EDI P.O.V**

She had been listening to the conversation that whole time. As the ship was her own body, she was aware of everything going on in it.

It puzzled EDI how much that the organics feuded over things such as these. The arguments, the debates, the differences ranged in subject and in magnitude and in importance. This seemed to be more of a moral argument, one that was fueled by strong beliefs in their respective ideals.

Shepard was a Human woman of conviction and caring and compassion. She fought for the many so that they wouldn't have to suffer. She was what many called an angel that worked to save the galaxy from the Reapers, a representation of evil and demons and the likes. Shepard always found ways to talk before resorting to her gun if possible. Killing was something that she didn't take any sort of pleasure in, but Shepard was a soldier, and her duty demanded that she kill to protect others.

However, EDI recalled a previous conversation with Major Kaidan Alenko, remembering her saying to him that the Alliance wasn't the real reason she was here. She was here to save lives. Since the Alliance was the only one that actually stood for Humanity unlike Cerberus. Shepard wouldn't be fooled by the Illusive Man's drive for power and dominance and control.

The Arbiter was still something that EDI hadn't fully figure out yet. He was many things: utterly fearless, commanding, confident, argumentative, reserved, intelligent, skilled, calm, many things that one being shouldn't have all at once. The artificial intelligence could immediately say that the Arbiter was more calm and reserved above all else, but wasn't afraid to be expressive about his opinions either.

Not only was his showing of multiple personalities interesting, but his apparent disinterest in integrating with the crew. He desired little contact with the crew, and was always training or simply learning about the galaxy with his Omni-tool. That being said, he didn't seem to have any personal grudge with anyone, not even herself.

He did say that Humans were of no surprise to him, so Asari weren't like a source of surprise. Turians looked, in many ways, similar to his Sangheili species. The Salarians, EDI didn't have enough information to make a conclusion of the Arbiter's opinions of the amphibious people.

Analyzing the Arbiter's behaviors and analyzing the many different types of cultures within the galaxy in order to draw some sort of relations, EDI made certain that her investigation and her own observations were narrowed down the most significant of details. Though these tasks could be daunting to an organic being, she was capable of going through hundreds of trillions of terabytes of information across the vastness of the galaxy in milliseconds and make new connections in even less time. By the time she had completed her task, a person would have taken a breath in and out.

Her short search time led her to information pertaining to warriors of past years of Earth, particularly that of Japanese Samurai, this result likely due in no small part to Arbiter's warrior training combined with his personality.

Training and discipline were some of the focal points to the life of a Samurai, and the Arbiter was a perfect example of a trained and disciplined killer. The fact that Arbiter and a Samurai carried the same weapon, a sword, was also a strange and unusual coincidence. The fashion he wielded it was also a testament to his experience with a blade. Though EDI hadn't witnessed the accounts of his engagements with the Reapers, she could easily obtain video feeds from video sources located in mission objectives that Shepard fought near. The video depicted a warrior with no mercy: clean, callous, skilled, and without vacillation.

His reserved and calm side reflected more on the Samurai's Bushido code. Samurai reared back emotions to more cold and logical conclusion. The Arbiter practiced this same things, and likely with years of experience to guide him along with his own physical and combat training.

Still, he wasn't perfect. If anything was "flawed" about him, he was very defensive about subjects pertaining to himself and had a habit of very rarely giving details about himself. He also wasn't one to give any form of a positive mood to bolster the ground team's spirits.

But despite the hypothesis that the Arbiter was a person of honor and control, he also was more than willing to use an enemy's weapons and equipment, the natural surroundings, or battle tactics to fight as well. This led EDI to form a new hypothesis: his honor clearly didn't prevent him from doing certain things, but he might find his actions to be unfavorable in some instances. EDI had noted the numerous disarming take downs and use of an enemy's own weapons against themselves. These were signs of a versatile, practical, and adaptable fighter.

The Sangheili worked in synchronization with others in battle, which verified his claims of being a leader. A leader used everyone and everything to combat an opponent. A loner would likely fall back on one philosophy: every person for themselves. The Arbiter didn't. He and Shepard were using each other to charge through the battlefield. Even EDI admired their effectiveness. This indicated a sense of tactical ingenuity, which reinforced his saying of being a leader who could work with others and their abilities.

One final thing also was on EDI's processes: the Arbiter's name.

He called himself Thel 'Vadam, as she recalled through a discussion between himself and Specialist Samantha Traynor, though Shepard didn't actually know his name. The Commander hadn't asked either, and she wondered why it was that Shepard wouldn't ask. Did she forget to ask? No. it wasn't a plausible reason. Was it because she didn't want to know? No, Shepard wasn't xenophobic in any manner. Regardless of species, gender, or personality, she accepted all. Was it an inability to do so? Perhaps the Arbiter didn't want to tell her his name?

Whatever the case, the Arbiter was very argumentative with Shepard at times, even if they were very effective on the battlefield. An argumentative nature, at face value indicated a disliking of methods and ideas. Perhaps they did argue somewhat on that basis, but this most recent development between them clearly demonstrated something more hidden, something more dark and ominous.

None of the crew of the Normandy before or after the mission to defeat the Collectors displayed so many similarities to Shepard, but the Arbiter did, and if his stories of his battles were true, than he knew the burden and responsibility that Shepard did. That should be a sufficient reason for the two to become friends, but they clearly weren't at that stage.

Why weren't they?

Maybe it had less to do with personalities and similarities and more about what wasn't spoken, the things that seemed to missing things. A story that might be truthful but was also quite vague in details. A story that spoke many volumes about the capabilities of the Arbiter, but yet didn't seem significant to him. A story that had the same consequences to that this war against the Reapers, something to learn from, but yet there wasn't anything learned.

What was the Arbiter not telling Shepard?

What could be so terrible that he would omit something like that from a story that should be otherwise heard by Shepard?

EDI looked at every piece of information, video feeds, audio recordings, everything she had to look at. She played them all again. Then she did so again. And again. All of this in record time, and then another possibility presented itself.

Was he hiding something from Shepard because Shepard wouldn't approve of it, or it might cause some conflict and infighting?

These were all just speculations and rumors. She could continue to look again, but without anything other than vague stories and postures and videos, she couldn't get a positive feed on who the Arbiter was. Shepard trusted him enough to fight by her side, so that would have to do. The commander had even talked with Liara about finding a way to know the true story. When more details surfaced, the truth would be made more clear.

EDI continued to look out the windows of the SSV-Normandy. She turned to Joker sitting next to her. He turned to look at her. She knew he was looking at him because like he said before, having her within visual range was good for his morale.

And for some odd reason that she couldn't place, she like this a lot.

**A tough chapter for me. I've been doing some considerable reading in order to broaden my perspective on ME stuff, the philosophies included. It's a rather long and tedious process to integrate the numerous things that I am.**

**I got a comment from Zikarn Krais ****telling me that trying to get Liara to mild-meld was a shallow and stupid move. I never said it was a certainly, but another element in an attempt to coax the truth from the Arbiter, because lets be realistic, it will come out sooner or later. If anything, I'd say you're being really unrealistic.**
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**Utopia System**

**Exodus Cluster**

** March 9 2186**

** 12:00 Hours**

** Joker P.O.V**

It wouldn't be long before they would touch down on Eden Prime. Joker had checked and rechecked his systems like he always did. He was fast at it, being able to check his scanners and keep flying at the same time. To a normal pilot, this might seem a rather difficult task, but Joker wasn't ordinary. He was the best helmsman in the entire Alliance Fleet. If he could, he'd want to compete with the best pilots in the galaxy to see just who was superior. Maybe one day when the Reapers were obliterated and the galaxy could get back to normal, maybe it would happen.

For now, doing what he loved to do and what he did best was what kept him going. Despite this, Joker wasn't completely happy with everything that was going on. For one, the galaxy was being torn apart. As seemingly unsympathetic as he was and as sarcastic as ever, he did have his worries. Of course most of them weren't really focused so much on himself. Sure, he did worry about EDI and the Normandy a lot, but Shepard, his friend, his best friend, was out fighting against Reapers, the things that killed everyone.

More than once, Jeff Moreau didn't want to think about his dad or his sister being dead. That was too much for him. It was strange that he worried so much for his dad. They didn't get along during his upbringing and now he was thinking about him. His sister Hilary, he did worry about. She wasn't very old, about fifteen now, and she needed to be given a life, and Jeff dreaded the possibility that she might never get that one thing he wanted for her more than anything.

The colony of Tiptree wasn't a very small planet to begin with, and the Reapers could easily arrive there in full force and annihilate any resistance. That was what he thought about quite a lot: the very thing that wasn't in his hands. He always worried about things that could happen.

But he wouldn't dare show it to everyone, expect EDI, but only because she could deduce that. All most ever saw from him was the brave and daring and courageous and sometimes reckless pilot called Joker, nothing more. For practically all of the time, it worked. Nobody save for a few people cared to delve deeper into his personality. He could count one one hand how many people had actually explicitly asked him more than what was obvious.

But why was he worried about being found out? Everyone was stressed. Everyone carried it somehow. Jeff had recently had a conversation with Liara. Though he wasn't there physically, he could listen to her and here some drastic changes within the Asari. She wasn't an innocent optimistic and unsure doctor of archaeology. She was now a practical, calculative, and sometimes cold woman, a really cynical person.

Garrus, too had gone through a similar change, though his was far more obvious and easy to see. He wasn't a gung-ho C-Sec officer, far from it now. He was now the hardened Turian vigilante and leader. He knew the reality of wars, and though he cared for his people, he knew that sacrifices had to be made. That didn't however, stop him from trying to save as many as possible. At least that drive was still intact.

James, well, he was a soldier to the boot, and if Joker had to guess, he was new and unproven in the sense that he hadn't really fought the Reapers enough for them to shake him to his core. Sure, he had that look that screamed for the Reapers to die, but once it truly hit home, he'd be just as affected by it as Shepard was, as everyone was. For now, Joker envied the Lieutenant. He still had some fight, some enthusiasm in him, something everyone on the Normandy had lost some time ago.

Kaidan, well, Joker didn't really want to think about that one.

EDI, well, Jeff hadn't ever asked if she felt fear like organics did. In truth, EDI was still mysterious, but he trusted her with his life. He simply hadn't gotten around to asking her about what she thought about all of this. He was sure that she could provide him with something about the entirety of the crew, but he was more than capable of doing his own homework. Still, her input would be invaluable. She could give angles and perspective that few could.

Speaking of finding out things, Joker should ask her about that new guy, the Arbiter. He was strange that one. He was like a Turian on steroids. Sure, Turian could grow to be very tall and bulky, but this guy made them look like insects. He was even taller than Krogan, and those guys were tall. Not only that, but he was one of those serious and brooding types, the kind that demanded that everything be so serious. Joker would always say that they had a stick up their ass. Of course, he'd been wise to keep that opinion to himself around people with that personality.

So the question wasn't so much about who the Arbiter was, but what was his problem? People only acted like that when they had some serious issues to work out. Joker wouldn't pretend he knew what in the galaxy were those problems or issues. It didn't matter. He wasn't Kelly Chambers; he didn't have a degree in psychology and he wasn't paid to spy on the crew. Way beyond his pay grade. He was paid to fly ships into battle and drop Shepard off.

And speaking about flying, his mind had wandered off for a bit. It was fortunate they they were in FLT and that EDI more or less kept the ship going in the right direction and kept the Normandy from colliding into supernovas or asteroid fields. But as EDI said once before, his talents were not wasted on the Normandy.

"Jeff," EDI said.

Joker slowly shook his head and turned to look at her, and the look she gave him spoke to him that she had noticed his inattentiveness. That made Joker fret just a bit. He didn't want to worry EDI with his troubles. He had to get back into the game less he want to face EDI's impeccable logic that would tell him to spill. Now wasn't the time.

"I'm fine, EDI," he said quickly.

She gave him an inquisitive look, clearly not convinced, but he simply gave her a smile, a genuine smile that served the dual purpose of hiding his worries and at admiring her. She began to soften up.

"Are you sure," her voice said, laced with worry.

"You're here," Joker replied, "That's all I need."

After giving him another stare, she nodded, seemingly accepting his answer and her body resumed looking forward into the vastness of space. Joker mentally sighed, resisting the urge to show anything physical.

t wasn't that he didn't trust EDI with his troubles. He trusted her as much as he did Shepard, but this thing, this connection between them, this relationship that both seemed to be drawn to, it scared the living daylights out of him. He was Human, and she was an artificial intelligence, two beings that weren't compatible in any way, and yet, the two couldn't help but feel this for each other. It didn't always start that way, sure, but now that she had a physical body to interact with, now that strange goal was just within reach, and Joker had no idea what was the end like, but he sure wanted to know about it.

So what was he going to do about it?

Nothing for now. He had to fly the Normandy into battle and help Shepard beat back the Reapers. Once the two had some shore leave or downtime, then he'd find a way to work this thing out.

God knew that they all needed to hold onto whomever friends and loved ones were left. Too many had been lost already.

* * *

><p><strong>James P.O.V.<strong>

James Vega had seen a lot in his time. There was some crazy things going down in the galaxy, and Shepard managed to find some of the most interesting of many species.

How she did it, he still wasn't sure. Certainly she was very talkative, very charismatic, and not to mention a sight for sore eyes. She had those body proportions just right for someone like her. But above all, her best thing was her compassion, or so he'd heard. He hadn't seen much of it, though he was aware she had it. Lately, she'd been a more reserved and prone to anger person. It was understandable. She was saving the whole galaxy. Who wouldn't crack now and then under that pressure?

How she played savior and politician was also a wonder to him. She could be so convincing one moment in a conference room, but deadly with a shotgun and biotics on the battlefield the next. Seeing her at work was very inspiring indeed. It reminded him as well as the soldiers on the field that they might just pull this off.

Maybe being the key word.

What was there to worry about on the Normandy?

The Reapers for one thing. Although James had fought them before, they were creepy as hell. It was hard to remember that these things were once actual living people. James simply shot them and shot them without that thought, and maybe it was better that he wasn't reminded constantly about it, because honestly, they weren't there, and he shouldn't feel guilty about killing these things, because they weren't there anymore.

The Reapers aside, what bothered him most was that Arbiter guy. He kicked some serious ass, and making it look like child's play. They guy sounded old, as James recalled him speaking like a veteran of battle, but still, he didn't really know how old his kind could live. That wasn't really what creeped him out about the Arbiter. His physical appearance could put the Krogan to shame, and James wondered if perhaps he was similar enough to Turians to get their attention. He was definitely no ladies man. Way too serious, the kind of person who doesn't know how to relax in life.

In combat, he was unlike anything he'd ever seen. He moved like a tidal wave of destruction. Sometimes, James wondered if the guy was even real at times. The moves he did made their fighting look like a child with a water gun. Could they learn that stuff, he wondered. Certainly that guy had some gear to pack a punch. Considering how ancient and archaic his armor looked, someone wouldn't think he had any gear like they all had.

Save for that one, everyone else seemed normal, well except EDI. Garrus and Liara, they were alright. Kaidan was a good officer who he heard had a relationship with Shepard, but he heard that things hadn't ended on a good note. He wasn't sure whether to believe that it was a good or bad thing. Relationships were far more complicated than people realized at times. Even he wasn't sure at times. At times like these, he thought of Treeya Nuwani. Whenever he looked at her, she'd somehow inspire him to do more, but other times, she scolded him like a child, forced him to make really difficult decisions. It was those choices that forced him to really think about these things. It was by these choices that James Vega could, at least on some level, know the pain and hardships that Shepard was going through. Tough choices that meant life or death. Tough choices that meant sacrificing for the greater good or saving as many as possible.

What would he give to see her smile again, to have her say that they'd find a way? What would he give just to see her one more time?

He'd give a lot to hear her again. Having her around would always brighten his mood no matter what.

James shook himself from these thoughts. He didn't really come down to the shuttle bay to mope about his past. He'd learned and moved on. He was here to grab his gear and prepare for the undoubtedly exciting mission to Eden Prime that Shepard told everyone about. What better way to vent than at Cerberus? Well there were the Reapers, but from the look of things, Cerberus soldiers were little more than husks themselves. Truly, the Illusive Man had reached an all-time low by going this far. Well, once they met him, maybe he'd get to fire several rounds at the creep. He deserved it.

James quickly looked to his N7 Typhoon that Shepard had assigned him to. The thing was a beast with the ammo capacity. It might be the most accurate, but it sure as hell packed a deadly punch. A few clips went a long way with the weapon. It was a bit heavy, but then again, James never really noticed these things. He worked out regularly so that's maybe why all weapons seemed the same in weight. Either way, it was suited for him. Up close, it killed with force, and at range, it could provide suppressive fire.

His shotgun wasn't Alliance-issued, but then again, Alliance shotguns couldn't really compare to the firepower of a M-300 Claymore shotgun. It was a one-shot weapon, like the M-98 Widow, but the two shared one thing in common: simple brute and sheer force. One shot put most enemies to shame. James felt like he had a toy no one else had. How Shepard was able to get this, he had no idea. Claymores weren't for Humans to shoot, and neither were M-98 Widows. They'd shatter an arm, but these had been specially ordered and modified for use for anyone really, but James was selfish. There was no way in hell he'd let anyone touch his favorite shotgun. No way.

It was then that he turned his head to hear the sound of a weapon. He knew what is was, or rather who it was: the Arbiter. He practiced with that blade as much as James worked on his physical conditioning, which was a lot. The noise wasn't particularly distracting, just another element, but whenever that sound was humming, the crew stayed clear of the blades. As EDI had made clear, the blades were plasma, and James remembered what she said.

"_The blade is composed of superheated superconducting plasma. Organics do not bode well against plasma."_

That's when people decided that it was time to clear the way for him. Now he resided in his little part of the shuttle bay. James wasn't even sure he slept on a bed, but he didn't really need to know. The Arbiter had his corner where he made his home. His weapons and equipment were with everyone else's weapons, but no one dared to touch them, well except Shepard. She had a way with him, albeit a strained one at best.

Although no one had commented on it, it was clear to at least James that something was going on between those two. James called himself crazy with a big K, but their constant fighting and differences, it reminded him of squabbling couples he'd seen so many times. It was a stretch, the lieutenant thought, but maybe those two were denying certain things. It was a truly crazy and ludicrous idea, but it was the one that came to mind.

Where was it that he heard that crazy ideas were right?

* * *

><p><strong>Kaidan P.O.V<strong>

Kaidan hadn't really been doing too much since he'd returned to the Normandy. He spoke to some of the crew, gotten some training with Shepard done, talked to Liara and Garrus for a bit. What he was doing was keeping busy.

He couldn't think about Shepard too much. The wounds were still raw, and though he knew that trying to continue pining for her was selfish of himself, he still did it. Was it wrong to be selfish at least once in his life? Was it wrong to say that he wanted things they way they were before Cerberus? Before the Collectors? Before the Reapers invaded Earth?

More than anything, he wanted to talk to someone, anyone about it, but he didn't really know who, though. He wasn't looking for comfort really, because there wasn't really a good side to all of this, and perhaps that's how it had to be.

Shepard had assured him that none of this was his fault, but Kaidan knew that phrase many times, and Kaidan thought that internally, she was just trying to cheer him up. He wouldn't tell her that he still loved her, or that things wouldn't be alright just like that. She knew that too, but either she was good at hiding it, or she simply didn't care anymore. He didn't know which was worse.

He shook his head. Self-pity wasn't what he needed right now. There was nothing to be done about it. That was it. End of story.

Why in the galaxy was he even moping about this? He was a major, and it was his duty to act as such. So that just meant that he had to find a way to at least find some peace of mind.

Kaidan's first instinct was to go visit Joker. Maybe he wasn't the ideal candidate for talking about this sort of thing, but maybe a few of his rather satirical jokes could at least distract him from being like this.

Though the Normandy SR-2 was an incredible ship, it still didn't quite have the same vibe as the original Normandy SR-1 did. It didn't help that this ship was once Cerberus, and even flying in Alliance colors, it just seemed like a copy, nothing more. Sometimes, Kaidan wondered how Shepard could walk around the ship and not always remember that the ship she commanded was once with the pro-Human group.

He saluted to the occasional officer or crewman who passed by him. He walked briskly to stand slightly to the right and behind Joker. The pilot of the Normandy merely turned his head a bit.

"Major," he said, "Didn't expect to see you up here. You bored too?"

"Something like that," Kaidan responded, "I've been doing a lot of thinking. Figured I'd try not to think too much."

"Now you've got me curious," Joker commented, "Don't leave me hanging, what's rumbling in that head of yours?"

Kaidan paused. No sob story, he reminded himself, but he did need to sort things out. He didn't know how this would go.

"Just thinking about Shepard," Kaidan said, "I'm worried about her?"  
>"Are we all," Joker replied, "Aren't you two on a break or something?"<br>"You heard that then," Kaidan deadpanned.

"Yeah," he said, "and I'll be really frank, Kaidan."

The pilot turned in his seat to face him. Kaidan didn't move, just waited for him to say what he needed to. This was one of those rare moments that Joker broke the mold and actually spoke about serious things. That spoke a lot.

"I'm surprised and rather angry at you for not being there for her," he said, "You said you loved her, way before the Battle of the Citadel. So why didn't you join our crew?"

"I know that," Kaidan strained, "I sent that extranet message to her to apologize to her. It was stupid of me."

"And there's the next problem," Joker continued, "An extranet message. Seriously, what is your problem, Kaidan? Do you really expect Shepard to be heartfelt by an extranet message?"

Kaidan didn't respond, but he wasn't hiding the fact that he wasn't good at trying to make up to Shepard. In fact, he had failed spectacularly at that. He failed the moment he rejected her on Horizon. Even now, Kaidan was amazed that he considered it in the first place.

"So what stopped you from joining," Joker continued, his voice louder, "Huh? What was it? What sort of excuse do you have that can possibly justify abandoning the woman you said you loved?!"

That was the million-credit question right there, and in retrospect, it was combined factors of both shock in response to Shepard being alive and that she was resurrected by Cerberus that set him off. Something made by Cerberus wasn't something to be trusted. Kaidan didn't trust Shepard. He didn't even give her a chance, just shut her out with his own anger and reasons.

"I don't have an excuse," he sighed, "I didn't even let her explain."

"So why join her now," Joker pushed further, "What's so different now? Are you certain that she's still with Cerberus, or is her shooting at them all an elaborate scheme?!"

"No," Kaidan responded back, "I...that's in the past."

"Too late for that," Joker said, "You know that Shepard's been under constant stress lately? Like enough stress to drown in!? The last thing you need to do is to go try to fix this all up!"

"Joker," Kaidan shouted, "It's not like that anymore. I lost Shepard! I'm already paying the price for my mistake! I'm never going to get her back, so I'm doing the only thing I can do: atone and fight for her, and never question her where her heart lies."

The tension in the air was thick, and Kaidan didn't mean to show that outburst, but he needed to do it. Better that it be now than potentially with Shepard. Joke continued to stare at him, and Kaidan quickly returned back to composure.

A few moments of silence continued, until finally, Joker sat back and sighed, putting a palm to his forehead, sighing loudly.

"Look," he gritted, "I just need to know that you're not going to ever hurt Shepard ever again. Once was enough."

"Joker, I'm living with the consequences," Kaidan explained, "Do you really think I need to be told? I'll always be miserable on some level knowing that I failed."

"Then at least you won't do it again," the pilot said, "That's all I needed to hear."

"It can't be that easy," Kaidan spoke.

"It is that easy," Joker said, "I don't like what you did, but like it or not, you were part of this team once. I don't hate you Kaidan. None of us do, but with all that's been going on, we're at each others throats."

"Joker is correct in that assessment," EDI chimed in, "According to my readings, the stress level of the combat crew is beyond anything that records indicated and based on my calculations of stress levels at certain times."

"Better that we get this out of the way anyway," Joker muttered, "At least we won't yell at each other over important things."

"Right," Kaidan said slowly. "I'd better get back to work."

"Speaking of work," Joker continued, "We'll be at Eden Prime in a few hours. Might want to get prepared for that."

"Acknowledged."

They both nodded at each other and the major turned to leave. his thoughts focused on seeing the state of his armor and gear. His problems weren't important now. Shepard's problems were leaps and bounds more important. Whether anyone believed it or not, he wasn't going to doubt his commander ever again.

If he ever did, he would lose her completely.

* * *

><p><strong>It just suddenly occured to me as I prepare this chapter that I've got 343 reviews. That's just awesome. For those of you who don't get it, well...I don't why you wouldn't get it.<strong>

**So what's my excuse for being late? Let's just say that busy doesn't even begin to describe my work load and my future planning.**

**Anyway, if you loved this chapter, then let knew know in a review. If you hated this chapter, tell me why in a review. If you've got ideas for the story, leave it in a review as well.**
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**Eden Prime, Utopia System**

**Exodus Cluster**

** March 9 2186**

** 17:44 Hours**

** Shepard P.O.V**

Jane Shepard had gathered the entire combat team in the shuttle bay to go over all the details of the mission. The briefing itself wasn't particularly long but there were certain details that had come up as they they reached Eden Prime. This was a very complicated mission, if the intel was accurate.

Admiral Hackett had called roughly two hours ago to inform the commander that Cerberus seemed to be focused on not one but two individual areas of the planet. The details about what Cerberus had uncovered weren't known, as Cerberus had done a good job of keeping their operations off the grid. Communication blackouts were making planet-wide transmissions impossible and it wasn't lost on Shepard that without communications, they were at a serious disadvantage. Despite this, and as much as this didn't sit well with her, she was going to have to divide up her team into two groups.

Shepard pulled up a large holographic model of the general areas of the region along with the best-estimated location of Cerberus dig sites based on the information obtained from the local resistance movement. Apparently, some members had been fortunate enough to disguise as Cerberus workers and give the Alliance at least some information, but because security in Cerberus was tight, they couldn't give too much without risk of discovery. With the intel that had been pieced together, they were going to have to deal with the mission as they went. It wasn't a good idea, but it was the only one now.

"Alright," Shepard began, "The first dig site is located here in this region. It appears they've got some heavy digging equipment around both sites. It's located in this sort of valley area."

The map zoomed in at Shepard's command to show large hills and structure surrounding a large valley of loose earth and rock. All the group members looked at the map and carefully considered it. It was very open terrain. The buildings jutted out of the earth and were organized rather clumsily, a result of early colonization efforts some years ago.

"The valley is quite low," the Arbiter commented, "This would be the ideal ambush point for the enemy should anyone want to attempt an infiltration."

"I agree with the Arbiter," Garrus chimed in, "I can see at least five different ideal sniping positions just from this rough map."

"So a large group isn't an option," Kaidan said, "Unless...we take positions ourselves and give suppressing fire and sniper fire."

"Do we have an estimate how enemy numbers in the region," the Arbiter asked,

"Based on standard Cerberus operations for security on these kinds of dig sites," Shepard mused, "I'd wager at least a platoon, maybe more."

Shepard watched as the Arbiter's mandibles shifted slightly and his eyes darted across the map, doing a thorough analysis of the map. Now that she was actually getting to see his tactical mind at work, she could say that he was being thoughtful and meticulous. She did it herself, and other tacticians did the same.

"What of the other dig site," the Sangheili inquires, "How large is it?"  
>"This one is somewhat smaller by comparison," Shepard replied, "It's got digging equipment, but not like the main one. Still, the second one is still rather sizeable."<p>

"Perhaps most of the ground team should engage Cerberus at the main dig site," EDI interjected, "While a two-man team scouts the second site. One site may hold significance over the other."

"Is that wise, EDI," Shepard interrupted, "The second dig site isn't that much smaller than the first."

"Without sufficient numbers," EDI pointed out, "The first dig site will not be accessible at all."

Shepard didn't like it. A two-man team seemed too small, but like it or not, EDI did have a point.

"...right," Shepard sighed, "Since Cerberus likes the first site so much, I'm sending in most of us to that location. It's here, close to where we originally found the Prothean beacon."

Shepard turned to Kaidan and he met her and stood at attention, ready to receive his orders on instinct.

"Major," she acknowledged, "I'm putting you in charge of the main team. Secure the first dig site. Liara, Garrus, James, and EDI will go with you."

"What about you Commander," James asked.

"The Arbiter and I will take a look at the second site," she continued, "We'll see if it's worth looking at."

"Sure you wouldn't rather lead the main team." Kaidan asked.

"I trust you to get the job done, Kaidan," Shepard assured, "You're a damn good leader. I know you won't let me down."

Kaidan instantly saluted her. He knew what he had to do.

"Understood Commander," he called.

The sound of the UT-47A Kodiak's engines firing up told them all to load in. With all of their armors fully operational and weapons locked and loaded and everything they needed for their mission on them, it was go time. And they were all rather eager for this mission.

Shepard was the last one to get in. As the doors closed, for the first time she noticed just how cramped it was in the shuttle with eight people in the shuttle, especially since all of them were decked out in full combat gear with weapons and equipment. The last time Shepard had seen a shuttle like this so full was before the Normandy's crew got abducted by the Collectors. That sent a bit of a chill up her spine remembering the them. Even if the Collectors were dead, she couldn't help but remember them as the broken shells of a once-powerful race of space-faring legends. They could be very intimidating, but more than anything, she felt guilt for causing their extinction. Did she really have a right to kill those converted Protheans?

Her head tilted to see James sitting in the co-pilot seat with Cortez sitting in the pilot seat and with Kaidan looking over their shoulders, looking at a miniature version of the map. The major had definitely come a long way. He was a good leader, making sure to rerun through the briefings more than once.

If Shepard was being honest with herself, she hadn't chosen Kaidan immediately for the role as leader of the main squad. She thought about leading it herself. She had even entertained the idea that the Arbiter might lead, but only for a moment. He had skills that hadn't been proven in her eyes. She didn't trust him that much yet. Add that to the fact that the crew was still adjusting to him being on the team and that seemed the most rational decision to hold him back until he actually knew everyone better. He might have that look and the experience, but until he learned to be friendly, his ability to lead would not be complete. The Arbiter didn't like this, that much she knew already, but he was going to have to live with it for now.

Liara leaned against the wall while EDI sat straight in the seat. Garrus clung to the railing while the Arbiter sat apart from everyone else save for Shepard. Though it wasn't obvious all around, everyone wasn't exactly comfortable, and Shepard could make a guess why. Liara threw some not-so-subtle glances at the Arbiter. EDI had no shame and simply stared at him. Garrus just didn't look at anyone, simply staring into the side door, the ceiling, the floor, everything but everyone. Shepard made a mental note to keep this in mind. She was willing to let his anger go once or twice perhaps, but if it kept up, she'd have to do something serious about it.

The Arbiter was sitting crouched over, and judging by the way he sat, the seat was not very comfortable, and that was probably just as well. The seat wasn't made for his species, but as usual, he remained quiet and remained still as a stone statue despite the bumpy ride of the shuttle. His sharp eyes flickered to hers occasionally, and Shepard met his gaze, though she said nothing about it. Was he angry that he was her subordinate? If he was, then he was doing a good job of hiding it, and he had a habit of doing that a lot.

"Approaching the first drop zone," Cortez reported, "We're fine for now, but I'm going to have to drop the major's team off at least a kilometer from the site."  
>"Cerberus has the means to take us out from the ground," Shepard asked.<p>

"I can't tell from my scanners or from the limited view," Cortez responded, "But if what you said about Cerberus numbers are right, then best not to leave it to chance."

Everyone unsheathed their weapons and held their triggers close to their trigger finger. The wind outside seemed to get louder by the second. Cortez seemed to be working at the controls rather furiously, and Shepard wondered if anything was wrong. Maybe her nerves were catching up to her as well?

Before she could openly voice her opinion, Cortez spoke again.

"Approaching drop site," he said, "Alpha, go!"

One by one, the first team got out. Liara was the first to go, followed by EDI, Garrus, James, and finally Kaidan. The major paused to look over his shoulder.

"Be careful, commander," he called.

"I'll be fine," Shepard assured, "Just get it done, major."

With a nod, he unsheathed his rifle and began to catch up with the team. The door of the shuttle closed, and Shepard suddenly felt very strange being alone with the Arbiter. Thankfully, he continued to be quiet, though now he seemed more alert to his surroundings.

"Something troubles you, Shepard," he spoke abruptly.

"No," Shepard blurted immediately, "I'm fine."

He made no remark, but his orange eyes bore into her emerald ones. He knew that she was trying to cover something, but the Arbiter wasn't one to gloat about being right. His stare lasted several more seconds before he suddenly shifted and unsheathed his plasma rifle, now staring at the shuttle door. Realizing that he was gearing for the landing, Shepard quickly unsheathed her sub-machine gun and tried to isolate the strange feeling that had fallen over her. Nerves she immediately dismissed.

But when was the last time she had ever been nervous about battling foes that she'd already fought, save for the Reaper?

_What in the galaxy is wrong with me, _she chided.

"Approaching drop zone two," Cortez said.

Standing at full attention, Shepard stood less than a meter from the door. When it opened, she aimed her gun instinctively and stepped foot onto the ground. The Arbiter followed suit with his weapons. The moment he stepped off the shuttle, it began to rise and then disappeared into the sky to await their signal to return.

The first thing noticeable about the environment was that it was a rather bleak day: grey and heavy. The clouds from above suggest heavy rainfall was imminent. It wouldn't really bother Shepard in the least as she had her full armor on, but the Arbiter, she wasn't sure, and she wasn't sure if he even would care about that sort of thing.

There was relative quiet in the area, but the commander's ears could pick up something off in the distance, albeit very faint. She wasn't sure what it was, but because it didn't sound natural to the landscape, it had to be where they needed to go.

"Two enemies ahead," the Arbiter said, "I will deal with them."

Shepard barely got a glimpse of him before he engaged his cloak. For a moment, she kept her noise to a minimum seeing as there was no cover or any way to conceal herself. There were two troopers, one a nemesis and the other a centurion. Neither of them seemed particularly alert as they were in conversation, so Shepard listened in.

"We've been at the dig site for how long now," one said.

"I don't know," the response came, "I don't keep count of the time."

"And we weren't told what the hell we've been digging for," the first exclaimed, "Just that we're told to keep watch?"  
>"Pretty much," the second shrugged.<p>

Shepard wanted to get something more important out of this conversation, but they weren't really privy to knowing what they were even guarding. They wouldn't get the chance as the sound of energy hummed to life along with the two struggling for a moment before succumbing to a fatal wound to their chests. The two collapsed to the ground, two smoking holes clean through their armor and their bodies.

"We got to move quickly," Shepard said, "Before this scout fails to report in."

"Agreed," the Arbiter nodded.

They both took off in a sprint, though the Arbiter's sprint was far faster than Shepard's by a longshot, though Shepard did her best to try and stay with him. He was going fast, but he seemed to always be able to be able to stay within her own visual range. He was likely using a motion detector like she had to keep her in mind. Maybe he did care at least enough not to leave her behind.

Shepard then rescinded that thought when he was quick to disappear around the corner of a rock obstructing her vision. Her first instinct after this was to look at her scanners. She could see red dots, to the left.

"_Be wary,"_ the Arbiter said over com, _"There are cloaked enemies. Be on guard."_

"Acknowledged," she whispered.

Her hands placed her SMG back to it's holster and her hands went for energy sword.

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

Eden Prime, a world that so far looked all too much like a colony world, the kind that the UNSC had an abundant number of. Colonies were meant to represent the ability of a species to reach out into the galaxy and colonize and grow and prosper and advance. They represented the ability of a collective working together.

And now he was seeing it all over again, war on colonies and destruction of colonies, but this time, it wasn't an unstoppable enemy, but the same kind in conflict. Civil war was nothing new to Thel 'Vadam, as he was already facing the potential for it even in the waning days of the Great War.

In the beginning, and still to this day, he had wanted to propose an alliance and peace treaty to the Humans out of desperation, respect, necessity, and guilt. At the time, most of the soldiers under his command did not disagree with him. To most Sangheili, Humans were warriors of respect, and therefore, an alliance between the two races, even as strained as it was, worked well all things considered. Thel, however, would be a fool to think that the Sangheili waiting at home would think as he did. Even with the lies of the San'Shyuum open and undeniable, there were whispers from many that civil war could ensure on Sanghelios should the Arbiter continue on with his plans to become allies with the Humans.

Seeing Human suffering made him want to stop it more. That should have been no surprise given his crimes against them, but it surprised him and even scared him how much he cared to help these Humans. Thel was not even certain that the Systems Alliance could really fight this war that waged on, let alone fight a civil war simultaneously. It was then that Thel paused, remembering how he initially underestimated Humanity during the first few months of the Great War. Even with inferior technology, Humans were some of the finest tacticians and warriors and minds. They were not to be trifled with. So maybe placing a bit of trust and faith in their abilities was necessary. By extension, that meant the Arbiter had to trust Shepard more to be the leader that this galaxy claimed her to be.

So when he engaged his cloak, he did not go to ambush the patrol in front of him. Instead, he keyed into his com and warned her of the impeding Cerberus soldiers.

"I can provide a distraction," Thel said over com, "Can you make the kills silent?"

A pause, then a reply.  
><em>"Yes,"<em> came Shepard's simple reply._ "I'm standing by."_

Grabbing a sizable rock, he took note of it's shape and weight in order to judge where to throw it, with how much force, and when. Timing would be critical and if they failed, this patrol might just find out and signal that an intruder had breached their lines. The element of surprise would be lost to them, and they would have a considerable force to break through. Granted, it would ultimately change nothing; it would take more time than they really needed, and time was not on their side right now.

Keeping this in mind, Thel took a quick surveillance of his surroundings. The cloaked enemies were easy to spot with his sharp eyes. He needed a momentary distraction to get them to lower their own cloaks. It was easy to dismiss random rocks falling as simply that, but how long would it last against these three, he did not know.

Seeing a small rocky downhill, he carefully lowered the rock next to some other loose ones and pushed it enough so it would roll down and take some other rocks with it. The noise, just as he hoped, was enough to be audible, and he could hear voices react to the sound. Thel quickly reeled back to put enough distance. Two of the three cloaked enemies broke off to check the disturbance. The Arbiter's motion detector tracked Shepard as she moved closer. His head craned from his cover to see her fast-approaching the still-cloaked Cerberus enemy from behind. The enemy failed to look behind in time, and was too late to stop when Shepard simply held the energy sword to the back and activated it, silently grabbing the enemy and dragging the lifeless body to cover.

The Arbiter turned his attention to the two cloaked forms at the bottom of the hill, who seemed a bit more agitated and moved as if they suspected something. Making a split-second decision, he quickly descended the hill keeping his noise level in check. Still cloaked, Thel lessened the distance and without warning charged, using the strength of his arms to slam his foes into the ground before driving an energy dagger into one head while his omni-tool found the head of the other. The two dead enemies became visible once Thel retreated from their forms.

Shepard came sliding down the hill, energy sword hilt in hand. She observed the two dead enemies.

"Phantoms," she commented, "We'll likely encounter more. We need to hurry. The longer we take, the sooner the main forces will find this."

Without thought, Thel grabbed Shepard had hoisted her, keeping his arm around her waist and took off in a sprint as fast as he could go. If she wanted to make time, then this was the best way to do so. Even fully armored and with equipment, her weight was not significant. Shepard squirmed for a bit before finally accepting that he was not about to change his mind. However uncomfortable she might be, the mission took priority, and Shepard probably remembered this above all else. Besides, she was slow, really slow.

The moment Thel's motion detectors tell him of five enemies up ahead, his mind immediately begins to grow suspicious. So far, this was the third patrol that they had come across. With each passing guard patrol, they grew in numbers and in enemies of variability. It could be purely coincidental, but given the nature of what they were here for, that would be an astronomical coincidence at best. No, this was a means to stall or buy time, or maybe it was a means to detect enemies long before they arrived. And more than likely both.

He remained in cover, continuing to sneak some glances whenever possible to make certain that no one had spotted them.

"Why are we stopping," Shepard whispered, "What's wrong?"  
>"We may be walking into a trap," Thel said finally, "We face more resistance as we push on."<p>

"Makes sense," Shepard said, "They'd want to make certain all enemies are dispatched before they even knew what they were looking at."

"If we are to continue on," the Arbiter explained, "We will have to remain out of sight period."

Shepard craned her head as best she could to look at his head, and he looked down at her. She had that uncertain look, like she was looking for something more. Thel took a stab at what she might be suggesting.

"Do you trust me," the Arbiter asked.

For a moment, Shepard remained still, and he watched her every reaction, waiting for something to happen. Any indication she gave he would know, but internally, she must be battling. Otherwise she would have responded without question or hesitation. But that moment was over as soon as it began.

"I...trust...you," she drew out.

To make certain her words rang true, he stared at her, his eyes burying into hers to seek truth. She did not look away, and her stare did more than just affirm her words. It was more than what he needed. Her eyes...they were…

"Right," he mumbled abruptly, "Just remain with me."

"Not like I'm going many places," Shepard commented, shifting in his embrace.

Continuing to maintain his grip on her, he engaged his cloak, watching himself and her as well disappear from sight.

In truth, active camouflage would only delay a user's ability to enter and exit enemy territory undetected. A skilled eye could see the cloak; Thel had trained himself for years to look for cloaked users, If one practiced enough, one could spot a wearer of a camouflage or cloak. It was then a matter of using that knowledge to turn the tides of the battle. Cerberus, in this regard, were completely ignorant to this factor. That did not necessarily make them terrible opponents. The Humans in the UNSC often had difficulty finding cloaked opponents. Spartans could do so more easily, though this was likely due to their own augmentations more than anything else.

It was unusual that Cerberus operatives did not have any means to detect such technology considering they employed it themselves. Was this Illusive Man so incredibly dense when it came to battle? Had he ever fought in battle before?

As it was, Thel easily slipped by the personnel without disrupting them. As soon as they were out of sight, he decided that perhaps now was the time to ask about the question he had been meaning to ask for some time.

"Why does Cerberus split from their own," he asks quietly, "What have they to gain from this idiocy?"

"They think they're doing what's right," Shepard sighed, "They think Humanity is the superior species. At least that's what it began as. Now, they see a chance, somehow, to make their move to become all-powerful."

"A madman who tries to seize power beyond his control will lose control," Thel said, "This Illusive Man, he grasps onto power, and yet never questioned what is was he wielded."

"No," Shepard agreed, "But just the same, he's not to be underestimated. Cerberus has eyes and ears all over the place. That bastard is tenacious, cunning, and patient if nothing else."

"But still a fool," the Arbiter repeated.

"Doesn't mean he won't try," Shepard concluded.

The Arbiter snorted. Only utter and complete morons would hope to comprehend a race that committed genocide as it's primary goal. No sane individual would ever understand it, hence why said threats needed to be removed before the sane lost their minds to insanity. And yet, some believed themselves to be capable of understanding such power? The San 'Shyuum were very much like the Illusive Man: much too eager for power, and willing to do anything to grasp and retain it.

And the idea of becoming a God brought back bitter memories. Thel no longer believed in any sort of deity. Those who called themselves "gods" were not. All things in the universe had a finite lifespan and could bleed and die just as well. The San 'Shyuum had certainly instilled this belief. Just thinking about the Illusive Man and comparing him to the traitorous San'Shyuum brought his anger to a boil. He would die a most painful death. He would see to it.

The path to the dig site continued to be treacherous with enemies increasing in numbers as well as flankers, snipers, and turrets. Maneuvering around them was simple, but keeping quiet was the more challenging part. With all of their gear and Shepard's armor against his own, the Arbiter had to tread very lightly. It would not take much for noise to be heard. There was one close call when he had tried to move between two enemies and stepped a little too rapidly and caused one to turn their heads. That forced him to remain still as stone for a few moments.

Shepard remained quiet for the most part as he continued his way through. One of her hands clutched the Arbiter's arm as best as possible while the other held his offhand energy sword. She did seem fond of the weapon, and now the Arbiter believed that if he asked her for it, she might not be willing to part with it. Taking it from here was no daunting task, but he decided he would allow her the privilege to wield it for a time.

After countless times of weaving and dodging and evading, they both noticed a change in terrain. The rather narrow pathway lead to a more open one which soon lead to a large structure with multiple smaller bunkers following. This had to be the dig site.

"Do you have an idea what to search for," Thel whispered.

"If I did," Shepard deadpanned, "Then we wouldn't be stumbling blind as we are now. I don't know, but keep an eye out for anything suspicious."

"Wonderful," the Arbiter huffed, his grip on her released.

Shepard's feet hit the ground with a small thump, and she quickly moved to the entrance of the door and put her back to the door. The Arbiter knew what she was doing, and positioned himself at the other side. They both exchanged nods and Shepard without a second thought. Stepped in front of the door, weapons ready to kill any potential hidden enemies.

**I apologies for the late chapter, but priorities have taken my focus away from this a lot. I will update as often as possible, but I weekly updates may become harder to do. Nevertheless, I've come too far to stop now, and I swear upon my honor that when I stop writing for this story is when it's complete.**

**For those of you looking for the romance, well I've gone to great lengths to put some suggestions and hints in, but nothing heavy as of now.**

**If you enjoyed this chapter, leave it in a review. If you sorely hated this chapter, then give me feedback. If you want to critique in general, then do so. All your feedback is greatly appreciated and I thank all of you for making this story expand into what it is today.**

**Also, I have need of new beta readers now that the two I once had are now indisposed. If you're interested in beta-reading for this story, send me a message, and we'll talk.**

**I hope you enjoyed this chapter, and remember, always be a first-rate version of yourself, instead of a second-rate version of somebody else.**

**Peace out!**


	30. Chapter 30: What Are We Digging For?

Chapter 30: What Are We Digging For?

**Eden Prime, Utopia System**

**Exodus Cluster**

** March 9 2186**

** 18:27 Hours**

**Garrus P.O.V.**

Garrus had already taken position at the highest vantage point of this valley. He had a visual of virtually everything and everyone within it, and right now, there were so many easy targets to take heads from, but Kaidan had ordered him to remain dark until the signal was given. If he gave away his position too early, Cerberus would try to root him out, and the Turian knew that now wasn't the time to be making mistakes. A prize like the one they were hunting wasn't something you could find everyday.

Strange that nobody really knew what Cerberus was digging through. He'd have thought that Alliance intel could get more than simply two dig sites. Granted, Shepard wasn't really in the mood to talk much as of late. Was she mad at someone, or everyone? Garrus didn't know, and better yet, he didn't want to know. Shepard's business was her own, and even if he was dying to know, it wasn't his place. Sure, he'd asked her personal things before, but this was something else entirely.

Garrus wondered if it had anything to do with that Arbiter. In all honestly, the new guy had pretty much found a place in Shepard's little clique really fast, albeit with lots of arguing and quarreling. It was unlike Shepard to argue like she did to the Arbiter because never before had she argued like that to the best of the Turian's knowledge. That meant the Arbiter was a thing that Shepard couldn't deal with in her usual way. That meant potentially good and bad things.

Good in the respect that perhaps Shepard had met her match, and that meant all the better for the war effort, assuming she could get him to side with them. While Shepard did have some impressive help over her time across the galaxy, Garrus had come to firmly believe that there wasn't any other female like her in the galaxy. For that matter, there probably wasn't any person in the galaxy like her. She could probably beat anyone in a fight be it with her fists or with her intelligence. She may not always be eloquent about how she did things, but she was effective in expressing what she wanted to get out. The Arbiter seemed to be able to match her in fighting ability and the ability to negotiate. Granted, that was probably why was called an Arbiter. Regardless of the origins, an Arbiter in any society was a respected position.

Bad in the respect that Shepard's equal and maybe superior could very well undermine her authority and possibly upset the balance of stability on the Normandy. If Shepard was undermined, that could cause the death of them all. The galaxy trusted Shepard, even if they weren't willing to admit it publicly. Everyone else was support as far as Garrus was concerned. Shepard may have normal skills like everyone else, but the Reapers actually perceived her as a threat to them, a single Human. Entire fleets and legions couldn't do that, but she could. If she lost the respect due to a newcomer, things could go really bad.

Garrus refocused his attention through the scope of his Black Widow sniper rifle. Two snipers were down, but Garrus was watching for more. Cerberus did have a habit of making all of their soldiers stick out like a sore thumb one way or another, even if some were meant to attack from afar or stealth-like. As he mentioned in the briefing, he was wary of the spots that looked like ideal sniper perks. So far, the one he was on and the one across from his position proved to be right. He was now waiting for the others.

"_Alpha leader here," _Kaidan whispered over intercom, _"Garrus, you good on your end?"_

"As well as can be," the Turian said carefully, "No snipers so far. You're clear to move up, but don't stick your heads out too much."

"_We don't plan to," _James said, _"Last time I did, Collectors came swooping in."_

Garrus didn't answer, but he did understand where the lieutenant was coming from. Garrus couldn't say if James was as good as Shepard wanted him to be, but if he'd fought the Collectors and survived it, he was at least somewhat good.

A small black blip in the distance caught his eye. Using his magnifier in his scope, he zoomed in on a suspicious-looking object. which soon turned out to be the helmet of the third sniper. It was like, what was the expression? It was like fish in a barrel? Was that it? Something along those lines. There was however only one enemy, but hey, one was better than none.

Garrus carefully made sure that his silencer was working properly first. Once doing a quick check, he carefully adjusted his rifle's stabilizers. The shot needed to be precise as possible. Any slight misfire and he could miss, and the enemy sniper would know where he was. Taking a small breath in and out. Garrus began to zoom in. The sniper was predictably watching where Kaidan and the rest of the team was preparing to go. No doubt they'd already been detected. Using them as bait wasn't what Garrus really wanted to do, but the major had said to do so, and Garrus agreed because he didn't really want to argue about things that weren't necessary to argue about.

The sniper was now within visual range. Garrus's finger tightened around the trigger.

_I've got you now, _Garrus thought darkly.

Without a moment more of hesitation, he pulled the trigger, and his shot rang true, splitting the air in it's path to completely take the head off of the unaware sharpshooter.

But that moment of satisfaction didn't last when Garrus felt a sharp pain and the sound of his shields giving out. Cursing in his native tongue, he was quick to retreat into the shadows where couldn't be seen by anyone at all.

_A trap, _his mind concluded,

Apparently, Cerberus troopers had grown a brain and decided to try and take him out while he tried to take them out. A clever move, but Garrus wasn't dead. However, Garrus was far from okay. His armor had taken a rather nasty dent from the shot. He felt a bit of pain in his arm too. This wasn't good.

"Alpha four to Alpha leader," Garrus hissed, "There's a hidden sniper. I got spotted by one. Looks to be towards the west."

"_Target sighted," _EDI's voice came, _"We cannot take out the sniper from our current location."_

Garrus swore loudly as he he flinched away from the edge of his cover as another sniper round was fired in his direction. He wasn't about to go out there again. So he did the next viable thing and tried to move from his current position, but that idea also went down the drain as the sniper somehow predicted his movements and fired yet another shot to stop him from leaving.

Garrus wasn't going anywhere. If he tried to return fire, he might get nailed by another sniper that he'd spotted. If he tried to run, he'd get gunned down easily by both of them.

"Guys," Garrus said over com, "I'm pinned here. The sniper, or snipers, have me pinned. I can't give you firing support. You'll have to provide me with a distraction."

"_Hold on," _James said, "_I might have something that could work."_

"Well make it work fast," Garrus barked.

"_Don't get your panties in a bunch, bird brains," _James shot back , _"Saving asses is my speciality."_

"_I believe we all understand perfectly," _Liara growled.

"_Enough chatter people," _Kaidan said, _"What's your plan, lieutenant?"_

Garrus heard an explosion over the com and some shots fired. It looked like they had their hands tied down too. Being cut off from all sides wasn't a good feeling indeed. He couldn't hear the conversation well over the noise in the com, but he did glean some bits

"_I can do that" _EDI interjected, _"But I do not know for how long it will be effective or if it will be effective at all."_

"A chance is better than nothing," Garrus said, half-deaf in the conversation, "Give me a few seconds and I can take a shot."

**EDI P.O.V.**

EDI accessed her abilities of the form while the team had been musing about ways to break through Cerberus's lines and reloading their recently discharged weapons. The A.I. had already located the other two snipers that Garrus could not fire back at, but she knew that if the ground team tried to fire back, they would be shot down as well. The Cerberus troops down here might have been dealt with, but the snipers weren't going to be as easy.

To that end, she had discovered her new platform's ability to make replicate holograms that were actually effective in combating hostiles. Eventually they would take damage and be destroyed obviously, but they were easy to make and expendable. And Garrus had said he required only mere seconds to fire back.

James was currently in the process of preparing his part of the distraction. Apparently, it wasn't a complicated as he seemingly made it out to be. He had a special grenade that was meant for reaching places that couldn't be reached by conventional means. It was a simple flash-bang grenade with a greater blinding radius. EDI had determined that even with his physique, he still wouldn't be able to get it high enough to flash into the two snipers taking shots. Not a very complicated plan in the big schemes

That's why he asked Liara to help him along. When Kaidan opened-fire, James would sprint from cover to throw the grenade. EDI's holograms would provide shields for him. Liara would throw the grenade as far into the air as she could and EDI would take a shot at it, and the blinding glare should give Garrus the time he needed to take down at least one of the snipers.

Holding the grenade in his hand, James was waiting for the right time to throw it, and Liara and EDI both waited for their turn. To EDI, it was a sound plan, but the timing was crucial. If this did not work, they would have to take far more riskier and dangerous approaches, risking greater injuries and death. That was not favorable outcome.

Kaidan had been able to scout on ahead using his biotics to create minor distractions. At his current position, he would be able to provide cover fire, enough for James to get out in the open and toss the grenade into the open, enough so the grenade would hopefully blind both targets.

"_James, Liara, EDI," _Kaidan called over com, _"Be ready. On my mark."_

All of them readied themselves and waited. A moment passed, and a sniper round passed near their position, followed by another round.

"_Mark," _Kaidan shouted.

The sound of the major's assault rifle as he fired was quickly followed by the sound of sniper fire. Taking the cue, James quickly sprinted out into the open. EDI reacted by sending in a hologram to pursue Vega as he raced across, the hologram using itself to shield him. Rearing his throwing arm back, James hurled the grenade into the as close to the snipers as he could. The small object flew through the air for a distance before reaching a peak. Liara was quick to follow James, carefully tracking the movement of the flashbang. She grabbed it with her biotics and threw all of her willpower into it, launching the grenade further into the air. It was EDI's turn to watch with the machine precision she possessed. Once she saw the grenade reach it maximum height, she raised her "borrowed" sniper rifle and took a shot. The grenade lit up in blinding haze. Everyone was quick to shade their eyes.

For a moment, all of the gunfire stopped. Then a moment later, EDI's processors picked up the sound of a Black Widow firing. It was quickly followed by another round. Then there wasn't a sound to be heard.

"_Snipers are down," _Garrus said, _"Moving to the next tower. See you guys there."_

Kaidan was quick to rejoin the squad. He quickly looked at each of them, establishing eye contact, making sure they were okay more or less.

"Let's move," he said, "We should be approaching the site soon. Remember people, we're expecting heavy resistance. Be on guard."

"_Eye in the sky here," _Garrus sounded off, _"You got ten headed your way. Heavily armed. I'll try to keep them off your back, but I'm not in a good sniping position."_

The group barely had time to break off and get into the nearest cover before a hail of fire rained upon them. EDI broke off into the same cover with James and Kaidan broke off with Liara.

"Liara, stasis with me," Kaidan called, "James, EDI, grenades up and over."

EDI watched as Liara and Kaidan called upon their biotics and froze several enemies in place. Following his lead, the AI readied a grenade and waited a few seconds before tossing it, throwing it next to where several fuel cans rested. At the same time, she saw that the lieutenant had throw his grenade in the same area. The sound of chained explosion mixed with screams told her that most of the enemies were dealt with.

EDI stood to rise when from out of nowhere, a phantom appeared in front of her, intent on cutting through her platform. However, before the blade could connect with EDI's body, a shot rang out and the head of the Cerberus enemy exploded into a crimson red of blood.

"_Scratch one more," _Garrus shouted over com.

"Your assistance is most appreciated, Garrus Vakarian," EDI quickly commented.

"_Just looking out for our team," _Garrus replied, _"No one will be losing their bodies today, except Cerberus."_

EDI could detect the bitterness and excitement within the Turians voice. The bitterness was attributed to the disliking of the pro-Human group, and the excitement was attributed to his eagerness to kill those within their ranks. Maybe the entire combat crew did not enjoy necessarily the killing so much as they did Cerberus itself.

EDI knew that the Illusive Man was an extremely practical Human, willing to do the most practical outcome with little disregard the possible loss of life, as was with the mission against the Collectors. He was willing to disregard the tens of hundreds of thousands of lives lost in order to gain access to Collectors and Reaper technology. Now, he was willing to lay siege to an entire colony all for the sake of gaining new technology and understanding from the Reapers. EDI was no Human or organic, but as she had analysed many organics in her short lifetime, she could find very few like the Illusive Man. He was an anomaly, an outlier among the many. He toyed with fire that would burn him if he continued to dabble in it.

"We're approaching the dig site now," Kaidan whispered as they trudged through the area, "Remain in cover. Avoid being out in the open if all possible."

Everyone nodded an affirmation as they carefully checked their scanners for enemies. When none were to be found, all of them quickly raised their weapons and continued along the pathway, watching for ambushes. When the reached the spot where the entire valley could be seen, they all halted in shock.

Cerberus had somehow found the time to encase the dig site with buildings. The valley was surrounded in makeshift complexes and research equipment and digging equipment. From the looks of the site they'd been here for some time now. EDI estimated that they would've have to have been here for at least two months or more. This was not something that could be done in less time. The amount of earth dug up was also testament to the long stay of Cerberus. This volume of digging was used for long-term projects, the kind that perhaps skyscrapers would require to be built. The sheer size and number of personnel here was likely to be a lot. That meant that a lot of reinforcements and guards would be here as well. They were probably already setting up for them.

"_This place is massive," _Garrus said, _"We're going to have t split up in order to cover more ground."_

"That's a dangerous gamble, Garrus," Kaidan replied, "With Cerberus jamming long-range communications, there's no telling at what distance that we'll be cut off."

"Garrus is right," James chimed in, "A place this big needs to be covered quickly. If we stay together, we risk being boxed in."

"We may also need to split up out of necessity," EDI continued, "There may be more to this place than we understand at this time."  
>A pause, then a sigh followed.<p>

"Keep out of sight," Kaidan warned, "Do not engage unless forced to…"

**Liara P.O.V.**

Liara T'Soni hadn't been a solo hunter for some time. Combat wasn't what she was meant to do, but like it or not, she was forced into it. Despite it becoming somewhat of a new talent for her, combat was still something she didn't always care for, not when she was a more rational person who liked to try and talk.

But they were all here for a very important reason: to deprive Cerberus of a potential weapon to use against the galaxy and the Reapers. Not knowing what they were hunting did not deter any of them from the bigger picture. Unknown by them or not, whatever was here was worth enough if Cerberus risked outright war with the Alliance to get it.

So what it, Liara wondered. The first thing that came to mind was the Protheans. Surely it had to be something of that nature. The Protheans may not have forged the Mass Relays as it had been believed for so long, but the technology left behind by them had guided them all. What research Liara had on the Protheans painted them as a very strong race, enough so that their war with the Reapers lasted centuries. That meant their technology was worth salvaging for the war effort.

Liara had taken to the north, keeping in mind to stay in the darkest corners wherever possible, but ones with an affordable view as well. She was no skilled assassin, but she could be very invisible whenever she chose to do so. She was careful to slip by Cerberus troopers as they stood guard. It was strange to see Humans that were not normal act like normal. All of them were implanted with Reaper technology, making them no less than slaves if the Reapers desired so.

That being said, there were well-trained slaves. Clearly, they implants were at least valuable enough to turn otherwise normal people into adequate fighters. Sometimes, the tactics they used were actually things that Liara wouldn't ever expect from them. So she made it a goal not to underestimate them. That was what the Asari did in general when faced with enemies.

As she scaled and hid and observed, she noticed that as she proceeded into buildings, security tightened immensely. More guards and more diverse enemy groups. Without a proper cloak herself, Liara dared not to chance a direct approach. Her armor wasn't as heavy-duty as Shepard's armor. She needed to find a map of this facility somewhere.

As she was crouched in cover, she heard footsteps, and she quickly ducked her head and tightened her limbs as close to her body as possible. A Cerberus trooper came precariously close to her hiding spot. He stood right on the other side of her cover, looking around. Liara gritted her teeth as she rushed through her thoughts to come up with a way to deal with this.

Her body then kicked with a decision before her mind did, and she was quick to grab the trooper by the head and slam her biotically-charge fist into his neck, instantly penetrating his armor. Carefully, she moved the body to the floor. Getting an idea, she began to grab the omni-tool from the dead man and look over it.

At first, she couldn't find what she was looking for. She skimmed through the info, most of it wasn't even relevant to the mission here at all. She then came across what she wanted: a map of the entire valley. It appeared that Cerberus personnel shifted guard duty from one post to the next. This was was to be her for one day before being moved to another complex.

From the map, Liara could see that the different sections of the dig site divided up. She was currently in the science wing. This meant that Cerberus had dug up something really important and were in the process of studying it. She needed to get there and see what was going on.

Getting there, however, would require a lot of time and patience. The patrols were meticulous in their duties and only very small windows of opportunities were open for slipping by undetected. She needed to hurry. Through the side passages, she might have a chance.

Listening for any further sounds, Liara carefully stepped from her cover and continued on. As she was rounded the corner, she could hear conversation down the hallway. She was quick to remain behind the next corner.

"We just got a reading that the outer patrol has been taken out," one said.

"You think the resistance is doing this," another asked.

"It's not something they'd risk now of all times." the first replied, "No, I think it's someone else."

"Alliance?"  
>"It doesn't matter," the voice concluded, "Our orders are to kill on sight regardless of who it is."<p>

So the patrols had been informed. That just made this more difficult than it had to be. Perhaps if they'd taken a more quiet route or simply bypassed all of the outer resistance, this part would be easier.

"Liara to ground team," she muttered, "I'm heading towards what looks to be a science wing."

She could hear their voices trying to call out to hers as well, but only single words could be heard by her. The coms were still jammed. If they couldn't find it, then they'd be all flying blind. and now that they'd split up, there was no telling what surprises lay ahead.

_Stay calm, _Liara chided herself, _That's what Benezia would say if she saw me now._

Thinking of her mother gave Liara some small measure of comfort. The Asari wished Benezia could see her now, growing up in a way the former Matriarch probably would've never expected. She'd probably be surprised, maybe angered, or proud. Maybe all of these things and more.

With the good memories in mind, Liara quickly dove by the entrance. Luckily, the Cerberus guards were engrossed with their conversation more than their duties. Liara wouldn't count on the same for all of the patrols. The heart of the labs was still a ways off. Following the signs on the wall, she carefully kept her footsteps light and her eyes watching for potential trips and alarms that could be rigged.

An open room ahead forced her to retreat to the right wall for fear of being seen by someone. Carefully placing her body against the wall, Liara leaned forward slightly, enough to get a small glimpse of what was in the room. To her dismay, there stood an Atlas with a pilot ready to activate the giant mech in a moment's notice. Silently, Liara cursed her luck. She wasn't equipped well to deal with this. Looking around the room, she couldn't find a conceivable way to bypass this one. It was like Cerberus was forcing potential invaders who'd gotten this far to push their luck.

Liara reluctantly made sure her weapon was loaded. Her options were pretty slim right now, but had that ever stopped her?
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Chapter 31: This is no Prothean Tech

**Eden Prime, Utopia System**

**Exodus Cluster**

** March 9 2186**

** 19:01 Hours**

** Kaidan P.O.V.**

It wouldn't be the first time he'd gone in solo, but this was one unusual situation that they'd all gotten into. Sure, he'd expected something big because only Cerberus got involved with big stuff, and Kaidan Alenko knew the work of Cerberus. They left their mark wherever they went. Cerberus always wanted to make sure that the galaxy was paying attention to their work. The Illusive Man was that sort of person, and usually this was meant to present him with an opportunity or an edge.

But those were things he could have a part in stopping. Kaidan knew what the Illusive Man was: a power-hungry lunatic without the knowledge to guide the power he sought to control. And he would help by doing his part in stopping this facility from getting what it was intended to get. From the looks of the facility, it appeared that there was something either massive in size or massive in importance here, and almost certainly both. However, up until this point, there had never been many artifacts that were this big. No Prothean artifact of that size had ever been discovered.

But Kaidan began to wonder if there was a possibility that what they were searching for was Prothean at all. Never before had the Protheans left artifacts that large, save maybe for the archives on Ilos. It was a strange thing that there were no races before the Protheans that the galaxy knew about.

Kaidan quickly ducked behind a pillar when his keen eyes spotted a sniper in a perch tower. His pathway was treacherous with hidden and concealed enemies everywhere. Between were snipers in various perches and phantoms shadowing the pathwayhe was forced to try and remain unseen.

His attempts to maintain contact with the team were met with systematic failure. He could make out a few words, and nothing more. First, he tried with the standard communications channel. When he received no clear connection, he was quick to try any local channel. After four channels, he found himself listening to a private Cerberus channel anonymously.

"_How much longer before the power source is revealed?"_

"_Just a few more meters of rock to get through."_

"_It can't be damaged. The device may not activate otherwise."_

"_We've got many observers. The work won't be soiled."_

"_Also, be on guard. The outer patrols haven't reported in, and several patrols in the base have gone silent. Someone's infiltrated our perimeter."_

"_Our guard will protect us."_

"_Make sure you aren't interrupted."_

Kaidan carefully slipped off the communications channel and began to mull over what he had heard. A power source for a device? What device, he wondered, were they looking at? They never mentioned anything Prothean and that piqued his interest. If they'd discovered something older than the Protheans or something not-at-all related to the Protheans, this discovery could tip the balance of the war. If it was the former, then there was a chance for knowledge about the Reapers and more. If it was the latter, it could be something that was outside of the Reaper's view, and that was a serious game changer.

As much as Kaidan wanted to think these things over for a time, he couldn't do that now. He didn't discount the possibility that Cerberus was very well monitoring any sort of com channel activity, whether theirs or his team's channel. If that was the case, then he needed to make haste.

Now realizing what the distant drilling sound he was hearing was, he began to make a rough beeline towards the source, all the while keeping to the shadows and staying in cover, never staying out in the open for more than a few seconds.

With his rifle at the ready, Kaidan rounded a corner only to swiftly retreat back. An open area was in his way. There was too much exposure here. He didn't dare to even make his shadow seen there. He could easily be detected.

Remembering an old trick to look at the battlefield from an unseen angle, he grabbed a small mirror in his hand along with a stick attached to it. He then carefully tilted the mirror so that he could see as much as this angle would let him.

From what he could see, this area housed a lot of crates and equipment, and guards were stationed around the gear. All of them were in a general circle formation. Two troopers, two centurions, and two phantoms. Two snipers lined the room as well, but they paced casually rather than lining up shots.

There wasn't any other pathway to where Kaidan wanted to go, so he had to make a decision of how to go about this. He had to kill them as quickly and as quietly as possible.

Taking a deep breath, Kaidan carefully looked at everything he could. Maybe it wasn't a fight he needed, but a distraction, or a weakness he needed. The crates in these rooms were easily able to be lifted with biotics, but he needed to get close enough to create a distraction to make another distraction.

Another possibility was using his omni-tool to do some hacking tricks he'd learned way back. He was by no means a tech whiz like Tali was, but he knew a few tricks that were usable in combat situations. A few simple virus bugs that disrupted suit systems were useful, or an overload of spam data was viable as well. Local communications jamming or deafening sounds in audio receivers could also work.

Making his choice, Kaidan brought up his omni-tool and began to seek the program he would send out to all omni-tools within the range he desired. He would need to get in closer for it to be effective.

Counting to three, he quickly rolled to the next nearby cover, a few meters of ground covered. He crouched behind the crates and remained as still as possible. Keeping himself steady, he listened extremely carefully. The sound of Cerberus troopers conversing with each other did nothing to ease his guard.

After a span of a minute of remaining where he was, Kaidan carefully activated his omni-tool and began to upload the virus program. Since omni-tools automatically linked to armor when fully equipped, it would only take a moment for his omni-tool to link with any nearby omni-tools and release the virus into the armor systems.

The sound of malfunctioning armor was followed by confused and sudden voices.

"What the hell," one said.

Another's omni-tool began to light up and was filled with a rapid scrolling list of items too fast for the naked eye to see. It was followed by an alarm. Another tried to aim their gun only to find their own suit locking up. A centurion tried to raise a com but his suit systems crashed leaving only a helpless man.

Kaidan waited for the noise to die down slightly, but the virus had more than done it's work and he could proceed without much trouble, but just to be safe, he would make sure.

Stepping from cover, Kaidan armed his pistol. Activating his omni-tool again, he began to run another diagnosis as to the state of the armor. As far as he could see, the men's suits were still transmitting signals so he still had the element of surprise.

However, just to be certain he hadn't been seen, he was quick to knock all of them unconscious even if their armor was now defunct. Leave nothing to chance, he carefully drew his pistol, and delivering a hard kick to each of their heads. They weren't dead, so their omni-tools would still be transmitting vital signs.

Checking his radar, he detected no enemies so far. He was nearing one of the hotspots for the Cerberus digsite.

Sheathing his pistol and unsheathing his modified harrier assault rifle, a gun that Cerberus that was well-balanced and did a substantial amount of damage for a relatively small clip.

**James P.O.V.**

James grunted under his breath as he pressed his back to the wall, not daringto move. If he was lucky, the patrol might not notice him behind cover. He might also have a better chance because his armor was of a similar color to the wall, but the symbols on his armor were somewhat of a dead giveaway.

_Focus James, _he thought, _Collectors are worse than these guys. Just aim for the head and remember__that they're human, so you can kill them._

Arming his weapon, James carefully waited for the patrol to pass by as they walked by. They were more or less quiet, that meant he had to be extra quiet, and that annoyed him to no end.

Why he joined this mission, he didn't know. James figured that they'd go in, grab whatever Cerberus was digging, and get out. And essentially, that's what they were doing, but they were going about it in a way that frustrated him. What started out as a simple, straight forward, grab-and-go mission turned into a complicated split-duty mission where stealth was paramount unless they wanted to face numerous Cerberus reinforcements.

Despite James's desire to fight the Cerberus bastards like he did best, he also knew the importance of remaining out of sight, especially since they were in Cerberus territory. And without any reinforcements to help them, one stupid move was all it was going to take in order to compromise the mission all together.

Damn the Reapers and Cerberus and the Collectors for making him work harder and harder every mission. Once, he thought that his missions were tough and demanding, but being with Commander Shepard, he really had to work for his life,while it certainly did keep his skills sharp andas much as he likedboasting about being the best thing that ever happened to the galaxy, even he had his limits.

James held his breath as he saw the shadow fall to the ground near him. Then the form of a centurion and a trooper passed by him. The centurion then turned to look at him and James's body kicked in, his rifle brought up to spray at the trooper. The rate of fire from the gun quickly wore down the shields and James grabbed his combat knife and quickly thrust as hard as he could, impaling the sharp blade into the head of the enemy. Abandoning the knife**,** he quickly sent a fist into his guts, causingthe trooper to stagger. The lieutenant followed up with an elbow to theback, downing him. A quick burst to the head reduced it to a messy crimson pulp.

Now he was in for it. When this patrol failed to report or their lifesigns failed to transmit, he'd get a warm reception soon. James quickly retrieved his combat knife and began to sprint, now concerning himself less with complete silence and stealth in favor of making haste to clear this part of the area and hopefully find something useful for the mission.

It was stupid idea in hindsight, charging in without any knowledge as to what he was hunting for. His former CO or even Shepard might call him out on this if they were here now. He'd had enoughlectures to know that he didn't want to hear another one again. So he supposed the next best thing was to complete his part of the mission in the best way he could. That way he had some leverage should anyone ask him about it.

In his haste to clear out the complex, James's inattention left him vulnerable and he couldn't avoid a sniper. The round instantly tore through his shields and he dived into cover.

Okay so maybe he just royally screwed up again. It was fine. He was still alive and Cerberus was likely sending more his way. No problem; there were worse things.

His radar picked up the nemesis on a rooftop, not easily seen. Spraying his weapon wasn't going to work. James needed to get up there, and his impulsiveness would've kicked in, but this time, James took note of the two times he gave himself away and decided that it was two times too many. Time to play smart, like he should've been doing.

Grabbing a flash grenade from a utility pouch, James idly tossed it over his cover, waited for it to explode in a white flash before dashing to the next cover, taking the head off a trooper trying to flank him. Sliding to the next cover just as anothersniper round whistled past him, he quickly ejected his spent thermal clip and fed a fresh clip into his weapon.

James still had some ground to cover before he could get up the building and handle the sniper. And to make matters worse, peering over his cover, he saw two engineers deploying turrets. Those could very well cut him down as he tried to dive from cover to cover. And that combined with sniper fire, he was going to be hard-pressed to actually move anywhere.

Reaching into his belt, James grabbed a grenade from his belt and clutched it. He needed take out the engineers first. They themselves weren't tough opponents alone, but they were strategic pawns.

The sound of turret fire and bullets scratching the surface of his cover made him crouch as low as possible. A round was able to bounce off his cover enough to drain a tiny portion of his shields.

_Just three seconds of fire could help me, _James mulled, _Please don't let that be too much to ask for._

His prayer was immediately answered when fire ceased. Taking his chance, James concentrated his fire on the nearest Cerberus engineer. He continued to fire as the enemy struggled in vain to get to cover. As the turrets began to fire at him, his shields taking damage, he fired still. It was only when his shields collapsed that he hunkered down again.

James rolled quickly to a better firing position, taking a moment to wait for his shields to return before springing from cover and cutting down the first engineer. The seconds got wise and decided to retreat to cover.

"Shit," James swore, "Why'd they have to use strategy?"  
>With the grenade at the ready, he primed it and threw it. His throw landed close to the turrets and then exploded in a glory of shrapnel and flames.<p>

James charged forward to the next cover, his fire spraying the two turrets, depleting what shielding remained. As he reached to cover, his shields were cut down and he felt a hard twinge of pain his left arm. He put his back to the cover and took a moment to deal with the pain he was feeling. It looked like a few bullets had gotten through his armor and had left inflicted some wounds. The wound hurt and he was bleeding enough. Seething through his teeth, James quickly activated his omni-tool and began to quickly apply medi-gel. He'd have to get the wound looked at as soon as he got back to the Normandy.

Grabbing another grenade, James blindly tossed it over his cover. The sound of metal against metal gave him a small amount of comfort. He popped out from cover again to fire again. The first turret took several shots before exploding, but then his clip ran out and the sniper took a shot at him and the turret opened fire at his unshielded armor.

He felt yet another stab of pain, and he fell back into cover again.

So what had he learned so far from this mission?

He hadn't learned a damn thing apparently and it was showing.

**EDI P.O.V.**

EDI crept through the dark and dimly-lit hallway. It was fortunate that this body was outfitted with some nifty equipment ideal for stealth and reconnaissance. Her cloak was already part of the combat systems of this platform. Still, she had to put it through it's paces and actually use it as she was doing so now.

EDI didn't know about combat immediately, but she could easily adapt and change to suit the needs of the moment. She also could recall and remember what she had seen as well and apply it as she saw fit. In the long run, she could handle herself just fine in ground combat and warfare.

When Kaidan had the team split up to try and map out the facility, she followed suit; however, unlike her squadmates, she was more equipped to deal with this sort of situation. Being of Cerberus origins, she could evade more easily where the others could not and were having to be more careful about remaining hidden.

In order to test if she knew Cerberus protocol, EDI snuck up behind a centurion. She instantly overloaded his shields and then she shot forward with her omni-blade and impaled the orange weapon through the head. Once she did that, her systems, a microsecond later hacked into the omni-tool of the dead enemy and began to play back an all-clear loop along with a sign of normal vital activity. No one would know that this one was dead until they saw it physically and confirmed the identity.

The second she accomplished all this, she instantly retreated from the body and instantly cloaked, disappearing from sight.

As EDI prowled through the dimly-lit hallways, she dedicated some parts of her processes to listen to Cerberus communications chatter. There was a lot of traffic, and it was hardly a surprise given the importance of this facility. She even began to hack into whatever device recorded audio and video in order to paint a better picture of what she was dealing with. She listened into the first conversation her systems picked up on.

"_How long until the artifact is unearthed?"  
>"It's estimated that we'll break through any time now. We're handling it as delicately as possible."<em>

"_Are we any closer to understanding how to activate it?"_

"_This language is nothing like we've ever seen. We've got no basis to start from, and for some reason, we're locked out of the system. It's like something's keeping us out."_

"_Keep trying. Everything can be unlocked eventually. I want a status update by the end of the day."_

"_Of course."_

EDI listened on, this time to idle chatter between soldiers.

"_You know anything about the artifact we're here for?"_

"_I heard it could be something that isn't Prothean, which explains why the Illusive Man wants it."_

"_Being non-Prothean could mean something or nothing. I don't know what's down there, but it'd better be worth the effort we're making."_

"_He wouldn't commit resources if he didn't think it mattered."_

"_Then I guess I can afford to be a little more patient."_

A non-Prothean artifact? Such a thing was not unheard of, but it was something that was next to impossible to find. There were little to no traces of the civilizations that came before the Prothean, but then again, wasn't all technology based on those that came before? Did the Protheans not inherit like the galaxy did now? In a sense, all advanced technology was partially part of older civilizations.

There were billions of years to this galaxy, and it was unusual that the only artifacts to be found were of Prothean origin, and not older. EDI still considered all the possible reasons as to why this was, but it was not a topic that really mattered in this instance or for any instance in regards to the current war against the Reapers.

Despite that being irrelevant, there was a logical reason as to why one might want technology or information from the older civilizations. If the Reapers had gone to such great lengths to wipe all traces of life before, then maybe it was for more than simply harvesting as they said. Perhaps an older civilization had the ability to stand up against the Reapers fairly and the sentient machines wanted to ensure that they weren't threatened ever again. If they could not maintain superiority, their threats would fall on deaf ears.

Apart from that, there wasn't really anything else that Cerberus could want here. Certainly they were taking a risk in this dig. It might come up with something powerful, or nothing at all. The Reapers could have easily planted false thing in order to lure their enemies into a sense of hope. It was all possible, and the Reapers were not above using whatever methods necessary to complete their objectives.

EDI's processes the picked up on another conversation, this was definitely worth her full attention.

"_Has command been informed?"_

_"Yes, they are aware that intruders are in the base?"_

"_Any communications intercepted?"_

_"Several attempts at transmissions. We got a bead on their locations, but they may be more."_

"_We'll send squads in to investigate."_

"_I've also got reports that the second dig site has also lost contact with some of it's patrols."_

"_Is it the resistance?"_

_"No, they don't have the means to penetrate these lines. It must be either Alliance or someone else."_

"_You haven't got any visuals?"_

_"No, whoever they are stay out of sight and are through in taking out patrols."_

"_Find me all the flatlined soldiers and get me locations."_

EDI, felt like doing a smirk as Humans often did when they had accomplished something. While she had been listening to the transmission undetected, the AI also had been tracing the location, and now she knew where the communications center was. And to top it off, they still hadn't gotten her location, so if she remained shadowed on her path, she could easily take control of communications without anyone knowing it.

She was truly too good for Cerberus.

**()()()()()()**

_The sound of Reaper forces from the outside of the base were not what he wished nor what he expected. It was assumed that the Reapers would leave a vanguard behind in their stead to await the call to yet another bloody crusade. However, he hadn't counted on the Reapers coming through this system at this time. Curse his soured luck._

_ Though this base was but one of many scattered throughout the stars of the galaxy, he could not recall his forces in time to come to his aid. No, it was not his duty to combat the Reapers in a war he knew he could not win. It was his duty to ensure that all the work was saved and that there would be something left when all was said and done._

_ "We must prepare," he said, "Prepare the bunker and shut down all systems."_

_ The one who heeded his command went to carry out his order without hesitation or question. He watched until he was alone again, left with considering what else to do to ensure the Reapers would gain nothing here._

_ The first was the intelligence and information. Pieces of it were scattered across the stars and one had to find all the pieces to get to the knowledge center. Even the bunker that stood as his command center more or less contained only one piece of the puzzle. That being said, he took great care to ensure that no pieces would be found by the Reapers at all. If they held even one piece then the future could be in peril. He would not allow any more to suffer for his shortcomings._

_ The second was to ensure that no trace of this bunker existed. Although the Reaper__**s**__ knew now, he would let them believe that it was destroyed and that would be enough to secure and encase it. It would take time for the next to find this place, but there was no other choice in the matter. Premature knowledge of this place would have dire consequences to those who found it._

_ The third and final task was to make sure that the final part of the plans was imprinted. It was rough and did require polishing, but it would suffice. The plans were easily improved upon and with the new upgrades, it was now time to seal them away in a place that no one would think to look. This was not something that could be used lightly. In the wrong hands, it could destroy all life within it's radius._

_ With everything safely ensured to succeed, he turned to the holographic console and carefully watched as the Reaper bore down upon him. He did not have much time, but he would go down knowing that his work was accomplished. He probably wouldn't survive the day or even the hour, but it mattered not._

_ "Let the legacy continue," he whispered._

**I'm thinking maybe two more chapters to wrap this mission up. Because for one thing, I'm sure you're all curious to know what I've been doing with the mission. I'm eager to see what people think too.**

**For those of you who are wondering, the Arbiter and Shepard will come back, but I want to give all characters some spotlight. It's just my way of saying how I appreciate them all even if some squadmates are better than others.**

**If you loved this chapter, leave it in a review. If you hated this chapter, tell me why. If you want to critique, you can do so. All reviews and opinions are welcome.**

**A special thanks to TheEnglishWriter and ****ForgottenGrimiore for beta-reading this chapter.**
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**Peace out!**
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Chapter 32: The Protheans and the End

**Eden Prime, Utopia System**

**Exodus Cluster**

** March 9 2186**

** 19:39 Hours**

** Shepard P.O.V.**

Commander Jane Shepard stood over the recently-decapitated corpse of the phantom in front of her. So far, the infiltration into the base had been more or less successful. They hadn't set off a major alarm, and as far as they could tell from the local chatter, the only thing that Cerberus knew was that a lone operative had broken through their lines. It wasn't untrue certainly, but it wasn't the full truth either, and she thanked her lucky stars that they even still could hide like this.

The journey into the base had been more or less filled with enemies, and the Arbiter and herself had more or less taken them out with ease. She hadn't let him do all of the fighting. This time, she was quick to use her biotics to match his stealth and surprise. With their little formula of quiet and quick killing, they had made good time in getting to the actual location of the tunnel leading deep into the ground.

With all the Cerberus forces eliminated for now, Shepard turned to actually take in a deep breath of fresh air. The outside air smelled clean, with no smell particularly standing out. No smells at all stood out, and Shepard found a strange satisfaction from that clearness.

The Arbiter nearby worked at the controls working to retrieve the artifact from the pits. She stood watch, keeping an eye for hidden troopers or potential nemesis snipers hiding in any number of hidden corners and shadows.

The sound of a lift making its way up turned Shepard's eyes towards the empty spot in the platform. In a few moments, the elevator came to a full stop and there was a black pod.

"This is a stasis device," the Arbiter said, "And judging from its condition, it still has power."  
>Shepard pulled up her omni-tool and began to do a thorough scan of the strange object. There was indeed a lifeform in it, and if it was Prothean-related, then it could only mean one thing.<p>

"This is a Prothean," Shepard gasped, "That must be why Cerberus's been investing here."

"The pod looks untouched," the Arbiter studied carefully, "If they wanted to open it, they would."

"Must be too dangerous or something's needed." Shepard guessed, "Maybe we should look around before doing anything. If Liara were here, she would know."

"Surely this is not going to be a problem for the great Commander Shepard, is it," the Arbiter asked.

Shepard's immediate response was to say that this wouldn't be a problem, but as her mouth was about to speak what she wanted, she paused. That sounded likemore than a simple question.

"Did you just try to make a joke?" she inquired incredulously.

"Call it what you wish," the Arbiter said, "I certainly will."

It seemed almost unbelievable, and if they weren't in a battle zone, she would pursue him for a better answer. Of all the times that she could get him to joke, it was now, right when she couldn't push him any further about it.

"Cheating Sangheili," she muttered, "Payback's a total bitch."

"I heard that," he deadpanned, "And I look forward to see what you consider payback."

Shepard shook her head in anger and annoyance. If the Arbiter still underestimated her, he'd regret it hard. She might not be his equal in combat, but she still had other ways to outmatch others. Shaking her head one more time, Shepard resumed her attention to the mission.

"The pod's keeping the Prothean alive," she said, "We need to find a way to deactivate the stasis. Then we need to find a way to open the pod."

"Simple things to find," the Arbiter said, "And if Cerberus has been keeping the artifact like this, they probably are trying to find a way to open it."

"Then we've got a lot of buildings to cover."

Checking to see that her sidearm was loaded, Shepard took the lead and the Arbiter closely followed her. So far the area was cleared of soldiers, but they still had several more buildings to cover. Never keeping their weapons down for one moment, the duo trudged through the facility and awaited any potential traps.

Shepard turned a corner to point her weapon only to see several dead bodies, none of them of her or the Arbiter's doing. Getting onto one knee, she took a closer look to realize that they were civilians. They didn't appear to haveany means to defend themselves.

"These are innocent people," she hissed, "And Cerberus just gunned them down."

"A most disgusting way to die," the Arbiter agreed, "Gunned down by your own kind, and without regret."

Shepard detected anger and malice in his words, and they were strong within. If she didn't know better, she could easily mistake him for being Human. It sounded like he genuinely was angry at the thoughts of these people dying, and they weren't even of his own race. So he did care what happened to others.

"We'll make Cerberus pay," she sighed, "For now, we save the galaxy."

She turned to exit the building. Turning back, she saw the Arbiter staring at the bodies intensely, looking at them like they were telling him something. He bowed his head slightly, his eyes closed and his movements calm. The moment wasn't long, but it was enough for Shepard to know that the Arbiter was just as affected by the dead as she was, and that humanized him in a way she never expected.

The Arbiter quickly returned to her side, his weapons ready. She regarded him curiously, He soundly ignored her and brushed past her.

_Really, _Shepard thought, _What's his deal?_

"The enemy approaches," he said.

Getting her mind back into action, she quickly resigned herself to a crouched position behind a crate, she listened and she heard the sound of voices calling to each other. The sound of multiple footsteps echoed all around.

"Defend the data," she heard, "Anything that moves is dead. I want nothing getting through these lines."

With that, Shepard quickly threw her cluster grenade, and the explosion killed those who weren't shielded. The ones who were quickly scattered and scrambling for cover. Shepard watched the Arbiter, who stood behind her, using the next stack of crates as cover.

"Circle around them," she told him, "I'll take him head-on."

Without saying yes, the Arbiter quickly engaged his cloak, and Shepard watched his tag on her radar disappear from sight. She then ran to the next cover, firing her pistol. The shield of one centurion was stripped while another suffered a severe arm injury. Sliding into the dirt and reloading. Shepard stepped once again from her, her shields taking damage. Surrounding herself in a glowing aura, she let out a cry as she charged, the force of her biotic attack enough to cave in the helmeted head of a trooper. She then pointed her pistol at the centurion and clipped his head dead-center.

One trooper took out a baton and Shepard quickly deprived him of the weapon before smashing her fist into his chest, sending him into a wall. She felt her barriers take damage and began to put more effort into keeping them from collapsing. Her shielding held as Cerberus continued to fire at her,

Then she noticed an enemy lifted up by an energy sword with no wielder. The blade quickly vanished and then a second enemy was lifted in the air by an unseen user. The sight of the head twisting in a way that rendered the victim dead, the third trooper pointed his assault rifle blindly, only to have it ripped from his hand as the Arbiter came into view and used the stolen weapon to gun down his enemy.

_Very nice, _she thought.

The final enemy was on the ground, in obvious pain. She wasn't any executioner, and she certainly wasn't about to become one now or anytime in the future.

"Kill him," a voice said, "He is the better for it."

"Why," she asked, "There's no point?"  
>"He's the enemy," the Arbiter explained, "You do not stop to offer mercy during battle."<br>"That is different," Shepard said, "This is a matter of life and death."

Shepard felt herself being pushed aside as he decapitated the trooper, leaving a now headless and lifeless body.

"Let us go," he said.

This time, Shepard couldn't find it in herself to really argue about what he did. She could only watch the corpse before turning towards the facility that they had to check. Entering it, she was presented with a large viewing screen. Thinking quickly, she reached out and began to work the controls. There was only one video file on record. Curious, she began to play the record, her own eyes quickly adjusting to the video.

She could see the final battle of the once-powerful Prothean Empire raging on the screen, and it was just as high-stakes and desperate as their own.

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

The Arbiter watched the screen display static. Shepard seemed really intent on looking at it. His first response was to ask her if she was alright or perhaps delusional, but she seemed really focused on that screen. He couldn't see her face, but her attention was there on the static that he was seeing. She must see something that he did not see.

Thel continued to watch her and the screen. He still saw nothing from it. It was going to be one of those times. What was it that she had that he did not? Did all Humans have this sort of gift that allowed them to see certain things?

"I've got the signal to shut down the stasis," she said abruptly.

"I saw nothing," the Arbiter said, "What did you see?"

"Wait," Shepard paused, "You didn't see anything?"  
>"No," he shook his head, "How is it that you can?"<p>

"I don't underst…wait I think I know. I have this thing, a Prothean cipher that allows me to understand Prothean things."

"But you have what we need," Thel stated.

A sniper shot suddenly cracked through the air to impact against his shields. Instinctively, the Sangheili raised his hardlight shield to deflect more shots aimed at him. Shepard, he noticed stood behind him, using his body as a cover.

"Using my body as cover," he growled, "I would prefer you attack."

"I would if I could reach the snipers," she argued, "Besides, you make for a good shield."

"I thought you carried a sniper rifle."

She pressed her back to his.

"I didn't think to bring it now."

His mandibles clenched together tightly, He deactivated the hardlight shield, quickly threw Shepard into cover and used his speed to move towards the building that the sharpshooters were perched on. Noticing some crates stacked in a pyramid, he quickly leaped up, ascending a bit, all the while shifting his body to narrowly avoid rounds thrown at him. Grabbing the edge of the room, he quickly threw his body weight to leap up and land on the roof. The second he did, the snipers turned to fire at him again. Quickly, Thel engaged his cloak. He then reappeared next to one of the jet-black Cerberus operatives and casually hoisted them up with one hand and threw them over the side. The second one fired at him, and he snapped up his energy sword to block the blast. Another shot was fired, but again, he held his blade up to stop the blast from hitting him.

The sniper lowered her weapon and began to look around desperately. Thel did not waste a second and quickly impaled the enemy. All too easy.

A shotgun blast made him turn and look over the railing. Shepard had blown the head off of the other sniper.

Judging the distance between himself and the ground, the Arbiter leaped down, his weight making a loud thud as he made contact with the ground.

"This way," Shepard pointed with her gun.

The next few minutes were spent in silence as the two fought their way to the next set of buildings. Occasionally, they would find something of interest. Shepard had collected two pieces of information about Cerberus activity all around the colony. The Arbiter was more interested in reading what notes and studies were available concerning the artifact. History was of great importance to Thel because it was in the history books that he would learn how it was that great species that once had power no longer existed. He wanted to learn from the mistakes.

_So that others will never do what I did._

Shaking away the thought, his eyes returned to the information. Nothing of particular note, but there were some things that did make him think. According to some notes around the terminals, the research turned up descriptionsof markings and symbols that he would know anywhere. Symbols that he knew only as that of the Forerunners.

If that were the case, then what were the Prothean? Did they adapt the technology of the Forerunners? It was a reasonable thing to assume given what he had seen and what he was seeing now, but now Thel wanted to know why the Forerunners were here, if they were here that is.

"Arbiter," Shepard called out, "Over here."

Reluctantly breaking away from his studying, he quickly followed Shepard into a room similar to the one where they found the stasis signal for the Prothean pod. As expected when the Human began to work the controls, a blurred and static screen was all that Thel saw. He waited for her to do whatever it was she was doing.

Thel checked to see the condition of his armor. It was still in good shape and the actual armor itself had not taken damage nor any of its systems. The shields had been tested, but still held true.

"I know how to open the pod," Shepard said, "Let's go."

Not wishing to question her, he drew his weapon. However, before the two stepped out into the open, he pushed Shepard behind him and activated his hardlight shield.

"There's no one here," Shepard said confused.

Gunshots echoed and were quickly deflected by the purple shield.

"You were saying," he asked.

They both rolled to opposites sides of the now-open doorway. Two turrets were now blocking their path along with their engineers as well as troopers.

"Here's what we do," Shepard began.

"Let me make a guess," the Arbiter interrupted, "I cloak and ambush from behind while you act as decoy?"

Shepard gave the Arbiter what the Humans had designated as a dirty look. The Sangheili knew that look wherever he saw it. Plenty of Humans had given him the look, but this one was more out of annoyance. Thel had heard that this dirty look had many representations.

"I was thinking we charge," she shouted over the turrets, "We both wreak havoc."

"Then ladies first," he said, "As you Humans say."

She shot him another dirty look, and for some odd reason, Thel found some strange amusement in making her do that.

Great Forerunners, where did that come from?

Shepard took his response and unleashed her destructive biotic abilities, attacking the first turret and destroying it quickly.

The Arbiter followed up, moving too fast for the second turret to track and shoot at him. The energy sword he wielded immediately destroyed the machinery.

_A most dishonorable way to fight in ground engagements, hiding behind hardware._

And as he predicted, the engineer nearby put up little fight and was easily killed with a simple broad stroke from his blade.

Thel turned his head in time to see Shepard unleash a wave of destruction surrounding her, dispatching several troopers surrounding her.

The slight thud of something behind him forced the Sangheili to shift around to find a centurion trying to strike him with his baton. Without a thought, the Arbiter brought his energy dagger to bear and slammed it into the head, twisting it until there was no face left.

He swiftly grabbed the arm of another charging trooper and twisted the limb, a sickening crack followed. He then grabbed the enemy into a headlock before snapping the neck. The corpse fell to the ground.

Then silence filled the area again. Signalling to Shepard, the two of them turned to quickly return to the stasis pod. No doubt Cerberus had done what they could to stall them.

When they rounded a corner into the open area that lay before the stasis pod**,** Shepard immediately ducked to avoid a missile meant for her. The Arbiter engaged his cloak and tried to see what was blocking their path.

A giant mechanical hulk stood before them. He could see a Cerberus soldier piloting the machine. It was larger than a Mgalekgolo in both height and in mass. If the missile was any indication, it was meant to cover for weaker troopers. Thel immediately went to cover and deactivated his camouflage.

"I assume you have a way to deal with this," Thel said over com.

_"It's slow-moving," _Shepard said, _"That's all you need to know."_

Grabbing both of his plasma rifles, the Arbiter, ran from cover, sprinting and firing both of his rifles in rapid succession. He did not ease his hands off of the trigger until the weapons overheated.

The force of the mech's weapon against his shields wasenough to get him scrambling to cover again. He needed to tread more lightly than with the Cerberus troops.

Shepard was dealing with her own problem: multiple Cerberus troopers were firing at her and she was in no position to charge out with the mechanical giant on the field.

Muttering some words in his own native tongue, he rose from cover again, firing his plasma rifles, never lifting his trigger finger until they overheated again. The shields, he noticed had faltered. Maybe he had lowered them enough for him to get up close.

There was only one way to find out.

**()()()()()()**

_"Commander," the soldier, "You don't seemed terribly horrified at the loss of most of our people in this vault."_

_ He turned around and stared hard at his soldier. None of them really knew what this all meant. He desired not to tell them, because none of them would understand. Even he himself had difficulty in accepting what was as of now. The plans had changed, and despite the losses sustained, it was necessary._

_ "I have my reasons," he sighed, "None of which I can discuss out in the open, not while the Reapers are close."_

_ "I...understand," his subordinate said, "It's just that our people are dead and did not even possess the means to defend themselves."_

_ "We will avenge them," he said, "For now, see to it that the survivors are secured. The sacrifices of our brothers and sisters will be honored in the coming empire."_

_ Without question, his soldier nodded an acknowledgement and quickly went to carry out his task. As he watched the soldier go to his brothers, the commander looked all around him. It was most unfortunate that he was resorting to lies in order to boost morale. There would likely be no Prothean Empire when all was said and done, merely another legacy for the younger generations to know of and discover._

_ "Victory," he said, "I require a status report."_

_ "The bunker is sustaining for now," the VI said._

_ "And the base," the commander inquired._

_ "It is secure," Victory reported, "And the Reapers have completely lost attention to the area. They focus all their forces here. You should get to your pod."_

_ "There are others that need my help," he said, "My task is not done yet."_

_ "Tread lightly," Victory warned, "Your loss will mean the death of all of them."_

_ "I will not see my people die by the Reaper's hands," the commander insisted, "I promised my people an empire to rebuild and I intend to keep that promise."_

_ "Let's hope that promises count for something," the VI said before disappearing._

_ The sound of the infected drew his attention. Unslinging his weapon from his back, the Prothean begun to watch carefully for any attacks._

_ "Be on alert men," he said, "The indoctrinated still lurk in these walls."_

_ A few of the soldiers followed his head and quickly aimed their rifles at the door. It was a heavy bulk door, but the Reapers would eventually find a way to break it down. They had patience and persistence, the blasted machines. Nothing would stop them now._

_ "What is the status of the life pods," he demanded._

_ "All personnel that are alive are sealed away," one said, "Sir, I recommend that we-"_

_ The large door exploded into a metal shower and the abominations began to pour through. Two soldiers were instantly cut down by combined fire. As the Protheans began to pour fire into the opening, for every abomination that fell, five more took it's place._

_ The commander was not deterred by the odds and began to use his biotics to sweep aside and crush those within his reach. His soldiers continued to use their weapons and biotics as well. The bodies of the Reaper pawns began to pile up, but still more came through._

_ Another three of his soldiers were instantly cut down._

_ "Commander," one of his soldiers yelled, "You cannot remain here. Go on ahead. We'll cover your retreat."_

_ "No soldier," he barked, "As your superior officer, I will remain. We fight together, no matter what."_

_ "Sir, you lead these people," the soldier yelled, "Your death will mean the death of them all. We're expendable."_

_ "No," he began, "I will not-"_

_ "I was not asking sir," the soldier retorted, "Now GO!"_

_ His logical side spoke to him that it was in their best interest if did retreat, but his heart told a different story. Too many had died already, and he would be damned if more died because of his inability to remain and help._

_ "Sir," his subordinated begged, "You have to. Honor our sacrifice in the coming empire. Speak to the children of the next generation of the war. Tell them to prepare for the Reapers."_

_ With extreme difficulty, the commander turned head-first to sprint as the sounds of screams and gunfire and biotics resounded all across the vault. He did not stop running until he knew that he had put enough distance between himself and the attackers. He quickly found the controls to seal the essential personnel part of the vault._

_ "Victory, what is the status of the Reaper forces," he asked, out of breath._

_ "The bunker is falling," Victory reported, "Preparing neutron bombardments now. Get your life pod now."_

_ "There are still soldiers fighting," he argued, "I need to see if any survived."_

_ "Their sacrifice will be honored," Victory muttered, "They knew that it might come to this. You know that this bunker was not meant to survive. The primary objective still stands."_

_ No, the bunker was not meant to save the Protheans, at least not intentionally, but he tried with all of his might to save them all. It was his duty as a soldier. Letting his people die was not an option. Even for a plan like this one._

_ "Get to your lifepod, NOW," Victory repeated._

_ Noticing one functional and operation lifepod nearby, he immediately laid himself down, feeling the strange sensation of not moving as the pod closed and slid into it's place. How long had it been since he simply stopped fighting and actually had time to just lay down?_

_ His thoughts were interrupted as he could feel the impacts of the bombardment. Now the place was no longer infested with the Reapers or his men._

_ Then men he left behind to die._

_ "The bunker is secure," Victory said over com._

_ "A few hundred people," the commander choked out, "Out of a million I could have saved, only a few hundred live."_

_ He would have grieved further if it were not for Victory coming over the coms and giving further updates._

_ "Further complications have developed," the VI said._

_ "Elaborate," the Prothean said simply._

_ "Automatic activation is no longer possible," the VI explained, "Power is limited. It will need to be allocated appropriately. You will remain in stasis until the next generation finds you."_

_ That got him instantly angered. No more could die. Not now, not ever. This had to stop._

_ "DO NOT SHUT THEM OFF," he shouted, "I NEED THOSE PEOPLE ALIVE!"_

_ "There is no choice," Victory stated, "The deed has already been done."_

_ He no longer argued. VI's did not joke about this sort of thing. He simply laid back, resigning himself to the task given to him._

_ Then Victory spoke again, and it would be for the last time._

_ "You will be the voice of our people, Commander Javik."_

_ In that instance, he felt nothing but pure hatred, fury, and anger. The Reapers had caused all of this. They had slaughtered billions of lives and he had done nothing about it. He had failed his people. They were now dead because of him, and he was the last of his kind. Instead of staying and fighting, he ran and hid like a coward. When he was released from this life pod..._

_ "I will be more than a mere voice," Javik growled._

**Okay, so the next chapter will be the end of Eden Prime, and that means that likely an extended chapter. As much as I'm sure you guys like this mission, it's got to end. It's been a rather long mission.**

**Seeing the E3 trailers of Halo 5: Guardians and Mass Effect Andromeda left me with lots of questions, and I'm interested to see if the hype the two are building up will actually deliver. First Halo then Mass Effect.**

**If you loved this chapter, let me know. If you hated this chapter, tell me why. If you've got ideas or critique to shoot my way, then do so. All review are accepted.**

**A special thanks to ForgottenGrimiore and TheEnglishWriter for beta-reading this chapter.**

**Also, thanks to all everyone who reads, follows, reviews, and favorites this story. You guys keep this story going and I thank you all from the bottom of my heart.**

**Hoped you guys enjoyed reading, and remember, life is not a problem to be solved, but a reality to be experienced.**

**Peace out!**
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Chapter 33: Hello to our "Saviors"

**Eden Prime, Utopia System**

**Exodus Cluster**

** March 9 2186**

** 20:27 Hours**

** Liara P.O.V.**

The symbols that stood before Dr. Liara T'Soni were unlike anything she had ever seen in her entire time as an archaeologist.

At a first glance, what came to mind was that she couldn't get any sort of sense of what she was dealing with. Without a means to begin from or without any sort of basis to begin translating, she might as well be banging her head against a wall. Still, this didn't stop her from looking at it to see if there was anything that might strike familiarity with her. She hadn't been made an archaeologist without years of practiced patience.

The symbols were displayed not on Cerberus technology, but a foreign technology. Liara when first scanning these symbols noticed immediately that while she couldn't make sense of these symbols, there was something about it that seemed like she'd seen it before.

If she had more time to look at them, she would, but like it or not, she had a job to do. This would be useful later in her research. Perhaps EDI might be able to run it through her processes to see if she came up with anything useful.

Then her radio began to act up as it began to send noise to her ears. She moved to squelch her coms before she heard a familiar voice.

_"Does Alpha team copy," _the voice of EDI broke through.

_"Kaidan here," _the major reported.

_"Archangel reporting," _Garrus sounded.

_"James, reading loud and clear," _the lieutenant answered.

"This is Liara," the Asari concluded, "I take it you disabled the jammers, EDI?"  
><em>"I have done more than that," <em>EDI explained, _"I have access to planet-wide communications. I know everything that Cerberus is doing and has been doing."_

_ "Have you tried to raise Shepard or the Arbiter," _Garrus asked.

_"I only just recently gained access," _EDI said, _"I will contact the two shortly. For now, we must focus on what we have discovered."_

_ "I found something here," _Kaidan said, _"I've got no idea what it is, but it isn't Prothean. Touched a random control and something happened, like an entire system powered up."_

_ "If a system has powered up," _EDI chimed in, _"And I have not detected it, we may be dealing with another alien's technology."_

_ "Whatever they're after," _James joined in, _"It's _big_. They've got some heavy gear in the armory, like they were expecting an invasion. Also some strange alien writings on this wall. They powered up the moment I entered the room. Didn't react that way to Cerberus."_

"I'm more worried about what they're after," Liara voiced, "If they're committing so much to this place, then this must be a serious game changer."

_"Agreed,"_ Kaidan said, _"But Cerberus has been unsuccessful about this, so why did it react to us?"_

Before anyone could further their response, there was a sudden and unexpected rumbling. Liara remained on her feet for a moment before she began to sway back and forth. The quakes were far too powerful to be coming from equipment. Even with the digging machines Cerberus had over the site, they simply didn't have the means to create quakes like these ones. Something else was at work here, and if Liara had to bet, it was something to do with whatever Cerberus wanted.

Eventually, Liara couldn't hold her own footing and collapsed to the ground. She cursed to herself as the ground continued to move for a moment before it ceased completely. Liara slowly sat up and made sure that she hadn't hit anything too hard.

"What in the Goddess's name is going on," Liara shouted, "This isn't natural."

_"Guys," _Garrus exclaimed over com, _"I'm seeing something really out-of-this-galaxy by the dig site. You got to get back to the main drill site as soon as possible."_

_ "I am sending everyone a map of the entire base," _EDI concluded, _"Meet at Garrus's location."_

_ "Double time it, people," _Kaidan barked.

Shutting off her com, Liara began to rise. Liara quickly pulled up her omni-tool and grabbed all the data that the scientists had been studying. Making absolutely certain that nothing was left behind, she quickly left the room, not sparing a glance at the bodies of the dead scientists that she had shot.

In her haste to get to the rendezvous point, Liara was worried that there would be more resistance. Pulling up her map, she began to quickly look at the routes. She instantly recognized the route she took to get here. It was a rather wide pathway that she went through. It was to her utter dismay and annoyance that she discovered other less obvious routes that would've made her journey here far easier. There wasn't time to gripe to herself because she needed to get moving. She simply went back the way she came because stealth wasn't on the list of things to keep in mind now.

She rounded the corner to find two Cerberus troops running towards the direction she came from. She quickly raised her weapon and took two precise headshots, dropping the two troopers instantly in their tracks. Without even glancing at them, she jumped over the bodies and continued to sprint her way. She passed by the pieces of the Atlas still scattered around the open room area. She then quickly found her way between the buildings of the area.

Another hum was registered by her brain, but it wasn't a sound, but a physical vibration in the ground. It wasn't nearly enough to cause someone to lose their balance, but it was enough to cause a very noticeable buzzing. It caused a sort of sensation that Liara identified as familiar, and yet alien simultaneously.

_"Something's happening," _Garrus reported, _"Whatever James and Kaidan did, it's got Cerberus spooked like hell. A massive ground force is amassing down here."_

_ "The majority of Cerberus forces are rerouting to Garrus's location," _EDI added, _"It would be paramount for you to remain__hidden."_

_ "You guys worried that I'll take all the glory for myself," _Garrus teased, _"I'm hurt, guys. Truly."_

_ "Just hold on," _Kaidan reiterated, _"We're on our way."_

Liara didn't bother to respond because she was too focused on getting toGarrus's point. The multiple bodies dead and critically wounded along her path were only obstacles to get by. They were all victims of being in her path when they shouldn't have been.

She ducked under a stray bullet meant for her head, surrounding herself in a blue aura of her own biotics. Several more shots aimed at her direction hit her barriers, but after that, it seemed that they completely lost interest in her. She could faintly hear them shouting and arguing before the focused elsewhere.

It definitely wasn't like Cerberus to leave stones unturned like this unless there was something far more pressing to attend to. Whatever they wanted here was enough for them to disregard any sort of intruders for the moment. And that scared the living daylights out of the Asari.

The sounds of many voices and machinery in one place alerted Liara to where she was approaching. Staying to cover, she was quick to duck and weave and dodge fire sent her way. The dig site was literally infested with Cerberus forces left and right.

_"I have a visual on you Liara," _Garrus sounded, _"I'll cover you. Just get up to our location."_

"Are the others there," Liara asked as she continued to run.

_"EDI and Kaidan are here," _the Turian responded, _"James will be here any moment."_

Liara quickly entered into the building which held Garrus's current sniper's perch. He'd been on the move a lot in this part of the mission. Earlier, he'd been on the far side of the dig site.

The sound of a familiar sniper rifle came from above. Finding a ladder to the next level, Liara swiftly found it and began to scale it.

**Alpha Team P.O.V.**

"So what's happening," Kaidan asked, "I don't see anything."

"It's got Cerberus here," Garrus assured, "So obviously it's something big."

It was then that Liara joined them, sliding next to the major, her back against the same cover as him. She seemed a little more than exhausted.

"Why are we here like this," Liara grilled, "Having a high vantage point isn't an instant win in our favor."

"No," Garrus agreed, "But at least they can't get to us easily."

"Easy for you to say," a voice said from below, "They know we're here."

All of them turned their heads to see James coming up the ladder. He quickly threw a grenade down the hole and the muffled explosion followed by the sound of metal against metal told them that Cerberus had been stalled for the time being.

"And now they're not getting up here," James boasted.

"It's only temporary," EDI shook her head, "We need to think of a better plan."

As if on cue, the ground began to shake even more violently, the ground team remaining stable as they were already on the ground crouched or with their backs to cover. Then came an unusual humming sound. It was a strange noise, like it was taking all of the sounds in this area and distorting it. The air itself seemed to have completely changed as well, a sensation that none of them had ever felt before.

Then came an unexpected sight as the large hole in the ground began to glow a brilliant green. The light from the large gap was enough to glow brilliantly and without pause. The sounds now were extremely out-of-place and didn't show any signs of stopping. In that moment, it seemed that silence had set into the room. All fighting had ceased on Cerberus's part. All eyes turned to the dig site as the light began to grow in intensity and in proximity.

The source of the light slowly began to take form and exit the place where it had rested for the better part of thousands of years. Its rise was slow and it remained that way as it continued to lift higher into the sky. At first, the form didn't have a shape because it couldn't really be seen clearly. Even after it was clear of the digging area, it still couldn't be seen. All there was to see was a brilliant glowing center.

It was not the only thing that was rising from the ground. Two pillars also rose from the ground as well, each charged with bright-green energy. As the pillars rose, so too did the intensity of the energy. So much that even the air in the area was being affected by the energy concentration. Then without warning, bolts of energy lashed out in all directions.

Instinctively, the team ducked their heads, though still keeping a watchful eye at the artifact as it continued to power up. Cerberus, however, didn't fare as well. Being on the ground nearby with little to no cover to use**,** they were easily cut down by the bolts of energy as they lanced out in all directions. However, even cover wasn't enough to protect those thatwere in it. The troopers in cover still were still caught in the energy as well. However, Alpha team remained unharmed, a fact that didn't go unnoticed by EDI.

"Strange," EDI commented, "We aren't being hit by this energy."

"Whatever it may be," Liara observed, "It's quite a lot of energy. I've never seen anything like this. Goddess, I don't anyone in this galaxy has ever seen something like this."

"Any idea why Cerberus are the lambs to the slaughter," James asked, "Doesn't really make sense."

"Right now," Kaidan responded, "We keep our guard up. It may not like Cerberus, but who's to say it won't turn on us."

When the last of Cerberus had fallen, the energy began to lance out towards the still-bright object floating in the center. As the green energy poured into the central location, the frequency of the sounds became more and more. Eventually, there was a constant hum at work. And then all of a sudden, everything exploded into a blinding form of light. Everyone was quick to shield their eyes. Even EDI was forced to shy away from the light, her processes unable to prevent damage coming to her form. This energy she wasn't familiar with in the least.

Kaidan was the first to open his eyes and take a peek over cover. Everyone else followed suit. What they saw next filled them with wonder and awe.

There stood a platform, a single platform floating where the light source had once been. It looked to be small, able to carry no more than several people. However, only one thing was on the platform, or rather one person as they soon realized. It was a form on its knees. It then slowly rose to its feet, arms outstretched,its body turning and looking around it. Then something began to happen to its body.

From multiple directions, pieces of something seemed to fly out and latch onto the body, all of the pieces coming together to form what was instantly recognizable as armor.

As the team watched, a voice then reverberated throughout the entirety of the area.

"They have arisen again," the voice spoke, "And thus war has resumed again."

It turned its head to look around it's area. Kaidan motioned for everyone to stay down and out of sight so as not to alert whoever that was.

"Why do we hide," Liara hissed, "We should introduce ourselves."

"Liara," Kaidan warned, "This is first contact with something we don't know. I can't take chances."

"Your presences are not unnoticed by me," he said again, "Hiding from me is pointless."

Liara gave him a look, and he sighed explosively.

"Well, so much for cover," James grumbled, "Now what?"  
>"Now you reveal your intentions to me," the voice said again, "And I will see if I can offer anything."<p>

The five of them turned to see that the figure from the platform was gone. Realizing that the voice sounded closer that it did before, they all turned their heads to see the figure standing before them. Now that he was closer, they could clearly see who he was.

He was tall, easily seven feet high, maybe more. His armor design was very unusual. It glowed a bright green from the lights, but the metal of the armor was pure black, No other colors resided on the armor. The helmet was on, so no one could see his face, but there was something about that voice, very regal, authoritative, but also calming, soothing.

"What are you," Liara finally managed, her voice filled to the brim with excitement.

"I am the last of a dead race," he sighed, "A most unfortunate fate, but a necessary one."

"In what capacity is it necessary," EDI asked, "What is your purpose?"

His glance turned to EDI and regarded her curiously, but also with a critical eye, or at least that was what EDI thought it to be**.** She couldn't get any sort of readings from this being. He was somehow shielding all of himself, and EDI could only guess what he was thinking or saying or doing.

"I am the keeper of knowledge," he explained, "My task was but a simple one: to preserve all that we knew. That task was completed."

Now Kaidan had a question.

"How did you learn to speak our language?"

"Because this would not be the first time I have encountered your species," he stated, "But as you have noticed, I have been unable to keep careful watch as I have had to contain myself."

"From the Reapers," James concluded.

"Reapers," the term sounded awkward, "Is that what they are called now?"

"You know what they are," Kaidan deadpanned.

"Yes," he agreed, "And they are something that even I do not understand, and yet, I should know the purpose of all life, regardless of organic or synthetic origin, and in rare cases, a fusion of both."

They all exchanged some unsure glances and looks. They weren't really sure what to make of this one, but he hadn't shown any sort of hostilities. Still, if he was willing to talk, then maybe they could take the extra step.

"If you know the Reapers," Kaidan resumed, "Then can you help us?"

"You fight them as well," he asked.

"Yes."

"As long as there is a chance, I will help. I may be part of a long-gone race, but on my honor, I will defend any life to my dying breath. It is the duty of a Forerunner to defend life."

"Forerunner," Liara repeated, "That suggests you expected predecessors."

"All good things in time," he said abruptly.

Liara wanted to asked more questions, but was stopped by Kaidan, who put a hand on her shoulder. Though no words passed between them, it was obvious what he wished for her to do, so she simply complied and retreated for now. No doubt she would ask questions on the Normandy.

Carefully, the Major got up and began to look him up and down. He was large. Maybe not as much as the Arbiter, but still large just the same. The armor was well-crafted, and could be very intimidating.

"What do we call you," Kaidan inquired.

The being looked up to where he had once been. The entire team seemed to sense something. It was likely that he had been in there for some time and that it took him time to recall what he was.

"I am called many things," he said, "My birth name was Undying-Light-of-Protection. But I am commonly referred to as The Guardian."

Kaidan found this strange, but nevertheless he held his hand out. It didn't register in his mind that this being had likely never seen a handshake, but before that thought could take root in his head, he felt a hand grabbing his own. The grip was strong, very strong.

After this, Kaidan radioed into his com.

"Cortez, we're ready for extraction."

"_Acknowledged, Major,"_

"Any updates from the commander?"

_"I've got her signal, but she's not responding to any hails I sent her. She's likely trying to keep radio chat to a minimum."_

_ "Joker to Alpha team," _the Normandy's pilot sounded off, _"You guys still alive?"_

"Joker," Kaidan responded, "Has Shepard tried to contact you?"

"Now that you mention it," Joker began, "I just got off the coms with her. Another shuttle is on the way to get her and Arby."

James snickered from where he stood at the nickname that the jokester pilot had designated the Arbiter. EDI looked somewhat puzzled, as did Garrus. Liara simply shook her head expectedly. Kaidan mildly rolled his eyes before resuming the conversation.

"Mission success on her end then," Kaidan assumed.

_"Yeah, bringing another passenger aboard. Honestly, where does she get these guys?"_

"You know, we're bringing another passenger aboard."

_"...seriously?"_

"Just make sure Shepard gets back," Kaidan concluded.

With that, the Major shut off his com before the snarky pilot could make a corny comeback. Turning back to the team, he was able to see that their newest recruit was more or less being a conversationalist.

**Guardian P.O.V.**

"Unfortunate that you have employed the technologies that the hybrids do," Guardian said, "It makes your task all the more difficult."

"It is the most advanced that we have," Liara explained, "We know of no other way."

"A shame," he said, "If I had all the time in the galaxy, I could advance all of this galaxy's technology a hundred fold."

"Why am I finding myself skeptical about that," James inquired.

"You will see," Guardian said, "I can be very impressionable."

He turned his head to look at Liara, and it was clear to him that she had questions about him. Those eyes were ones he was so familiar with: those eyes of curiosity and learning.

"What is your name," he directed the question.

"My name is Dr. Liara T'Soni," she said immediately, "I'm an archaeologist, and this is a field I've dedicated my life to studying. The Protheans were my main focus, but any civilization before our own is worth learning about."

"A scholar then," he nodded, "A noble goal, but tread lightly where you learn. Some secrets of the past are more deadly than even entire fleets or armadas."

"Better to face them and know the truth than remain ignorant," the Asari reasoned.

Guardian remained passive, but they could not know that behind his visor. Still, even if they could see him, he remained neutral. Privately, he approved of this Asari. She was brave and daring and cunning.

"You have studied the Protheans," he said, "I have knowledge about them as well."

"Will you share it," she asked without pause. "I'm sorry if I seem too eager, but any information on the Protheans is worth pursuing."

"Patience, Liara T'Soni," he cautioned, "As I've said, all good things in time. For now, I wish to learn what I can from the present."

"Commander Shepard can help you with that," the lighter-skinned Human male said, "She's our commanding officer."

Guardian turned his head to face this one. He had listened to the words carefully, and even from that single line, he detected a sense of respect. Clearly, this one knew their commander as a fierce one. But there was something else in his voice. Though it was almost nonexistent, he could detect faint traces of longing, adoration, and sadness in his voice as well.

"What is your name soldier," Guardian asked.

"Major Kaidan Alenko," he said, saluting like Humans did.

The stiff posture, the at-attention attitude, the seriousness in his voice, all of these traits marked the traits of a career soldier, one who had dedicated his adult life to the military. Guardian could respect that.

Just then, his sensors and his own ears picked up an incoming ship. He detected traces of the substance that the Reapers used in their technology.

It was a very small and narrow shuttle, and it looked to fit no more than ten, and likely even less that that.

Deciding to take lead, Guardian was the first to step aboard. The rest of the strange assortment of aliens boarded.

Taking a look at all of them, he saw a Turian, and artificial intelligence with hybrid coding, an Asari, and two Humans. All of them were of this galaxy as the mark that was distinct to his own native galaxy was not present. It was to be expected of course. The chances of returning to that galaxy were exactly 0.00000000013 percent, and that percentage was the same to enter this galaxy.

But regardless of his dead race, Guardian had to focus. He had a mission to complete, a duty to all life no matter where it came from. He would care and help them, and defend them if need be. He had the resources to do so, but they were scattered all across the stars of this Milky Way galaxy. He would have to slowly connect himself back to these resources, or ask the commanding officer Shepard to help him get them. If she did not agree initially, he would persuade her.

_"Shuttle two to Normandy," _a female voice said, _"Preparing to dock.'_

_ "Roger that Normandy," _a male voice replied, _"We left with six and we came back with eight. Seriously all this crazy is too much, Shepard."_

_ "Any more that yourself," _the voice said, Shepard's voice likely.

_"Not a very good low blow."_

The shift in the direction and the speed of the craft alerted Guardian to the presence of something familiar: a docking ship. A slight bump followed by clanking metal and stillness told him they were at the main ship.

"Well," Kaidan said, "Welcome to the Normandy, Guardian."

"Thank you," the Forerunner said, "I thank you all."

All of them stepped off first before Guardian stepped off the shuttle.

His sights took in a large hangar bay. Judging from the state of the place. it looked to be under retrofits or maintenance. The familiar sense of the substance was also present.

His eyes shifted to the group's move towards another identical shuttle. From it a Human woman stepped off, followed by what Guardian instantly recognized as a Prothean. They were just as he remembered. He walked up to join the group.

"Meet a Prothean team," Shepard beamed.

"And meet a Forerunner," the one called Liara responded.

The gaze of Shepard fell on him, and it spoke compassion, humility, caring, intelligence, and leadership. She radiated importance in his eyes.

"Commander Jane Shepard," she introduced herself, "Nice to meet-"

Then came the sudden appearance of another. And the instant, he saw who it was, he paused and brushed passed Shepard.

The other one was too instantly drawn to him. The stood several meters apart, gazing at each other in wonder and surprise and even shock.

"Forerunner," the Sangheili breathed.

"Sangheili," Guardian whispered.

**And there's the end to the mission. It was a long time coming, but now things are getting extremely interesting. I've said that before, haven't I? Well, I guess I'll keep saying it then.**

**Apologies for the skip week, but work overtook my priorities. I promise you guys that I'll try to update every week or every two weeks at worst. All I ask is your patience.**

**Anyway, if you loved this chapter, leave it in a review. If you hated this chapter, tell me why. If you want to add ideas or critique my work, then do so. I'm always looking forward to hear what you guys think. So close to 400 reviews!**

**Special thanks to TheEnglishWriter and ForgottenGrimiore for beta-reading this chapter!**

**Hope you all enjoyed reading, and remember, our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall.**

**Peace out!**
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_**SSV Normandy**_

**En Route to Krogan DMZ**

** March 9 2186**

** 21:07 Hours**

** Arbiter P.O.V.**

Thel 'Vadam stared hard into the eyes of the thing he wanted to see most in his life, the very people that he had worshipped his entire life. A living Forerunner in his presence, the sort of thing that any of his people right witnessing now would be elated beyond words. It was validation for all that he had done. It was something amazing.

He thought of all of the possible things that he could learn from this one, of all the opportunities that could come from this. He did not show it, but he was elated and excited internally.

Then another less pleasant thought went through his mind. And this was one that he had not thought of until now, andespecially after all that he had been through.

The Forerunners had left their gifts, their knowledge and their legacy for the Humans. Thel may not know that much about the ancient civilization, but one thing that was apparent was that they were beings of immense power, knowledge, and understanding. They would not name a species as their successors unless they were certain that the chosen ones were of their own caliber.

The Covenant were not the chosen ones of the galaxy. And that same Covenant had used the gifts of the Forerunners to kill and slaughter the true successors. The San'Shyuum claimed they knew best of the Forerunners and what they meant. All of that was a lie, and not only that, but the truth came to light as soon Thel knew all the pieces: the Prophets knew that the Covenant would crumble if the revelation that Humanity was the chosen descendant of the Forerunners was known. They hadwanted to keep this under wraps.

Thel recalled the sliver of time when he was not on the battlefield learning from the Oracle about the truth of the Forerunners. The Forerunners were the protectors of all life. They did not interfere in a culture's life, as it was better to be a silent and watchful guardian, intervening only when necessary. They cared for all life regardless of origin, meaning, importance, and numbers. To them, all life was worth saving, and that in itself was a truly selfless goal.

The Covenant by stark contrast cared not for anything but its own goals. The vile San'Shyuum may have used their power to create an image of unity and strength, but in essence, there was only servitude and blind faith, things that reduced all who served them into a mindless shell. The Prophets cared only for their own glory and power, even if they were both false.

And by extension, his care for life had been warped. Maybe Thel did care more than the Prophets, but that did not excuse what he had done.

Snapping back into the present, Thel saw that the Forerunner still stared in awe at him. Good, he had time to recover and respond.

"I am," he hesitated, "Thel 'Vadam, Arbiter of the Sangheili."

Deciding that a bow was a proper greeting, he made an effort to make a truly respectable one. The Forerunner did the same, and it made him flinch. He was not worthy of such a respectable gesture.

It was then that he began to feel an uncomfortable feeling in his guts, but not finding it in himself to show his discomfort, he remained rigid and made eye contact with the Forerunner.

"Tell me, is the galaxy safe," he asked, "Is the flood gone?"

Silently accepting this change of conversation, he was quick to respond to the question. He would spare no details.

"The first outbreak was contained," Thel began, "But it was released again by San'Shyuum and their servants, the Covenant. They called the Halo rings devices intended to convert mortal things into deities."

The Forerunner stared at him blankly, his face hidden by a full mask, but it was then that the helmeted eyes stared at the floor. It was a clear sign of discontent and dissatisfaction. In a selfish way, that made Thel somewhat better in regards to the situation.

"I see," Guardian said neutrally, "A shame, the San'Shyuum had such promise. We wanted to believe that they could do better. It seems they have a long way to go."

"I have no pity for them," the Arbiter growled, "They would sacrifice all life in the galaxy in order to retain to their sense of power and intelligence."

The fists of the Forerunner clenched and unclenched, a motion that Thel noticed was slow and deliberate. An attempt to control emotional outbursts, he surmised. It was thing that only mortals did. To see him do it, it made Guardian seem less like a god and more like a living being instead.

"What would my brothers do," he sighed, "This was not what we wanted for the San'Shyuum. We predicted that if they were to uncover our technology, they would misinterpret it."

"Humanity has not made that mistake," Thel spoke, "They developed their own faster-than-light travel before they began to incorporate Forerunner technology."

"There is hope yet," Guardian looked up, "At least something good came out of our work.

"Do you two know each other," Shepard broke in.

"We know of each other's species," Thel explained, "We do not know each other personally."

"We were the dominant species of the galaxy," Guardian turned the Shepard, "But we were not rulers of them. We simply acted as a protector of life."

"And you chose Humanity as your successor," she asked.

"We bore the Mantle of Responsibility. But when we knew our time was up, there had to be another to take our placeand so Humanity was chosen, though there was some opposition to this. One of our main opponents was Shadow-of-Sundered-Star."

"Is that an organization," Shepard inquired.

"No," he shook his head, "It is the name of our supreme military leader during our war against Humanity."

"That doesn't make sense," Shepard frowned, "Why go to war against Humanity and then name us your successor?"

"Because Humanity was the first to fire shots at us," Guardian elaborated, "When several of our planets were taken by force, we believed this to be a sign of aggressive expansion, but we learned too late that it was an act of desperation, brought on by the need to evade the parasitic Flood."

"So Humanity has always been a victim," Thel interjected, "The San'Shyuum also antagonized the Humans."

"So it would seem," Guardian agreed, "But the fact that Humanity remains strong tells me that our choice in naming them Reclaimers was a truly wise choice."

"I'm sure there's more to the story," Shepard said, "But we can talk more once we've settled in."

"Of course," the Forerunner nodded.

Now all eyes turned to the Prothean who was more or less listening to the conversation, but seemed rather impassive.

"I am surprised to see a Prothean here," Guardian commented, "The machines were extremely meticulous with their conquest of your race."

"I am the avatar of vengeance," the Prothean growled, "I will right the wrongs done by the Reapers."

Guardian did not respond to this, and the Arbiter frowned a bit. The Prothean seemed extremely hell-bent, as the Human saying went, on taking revenge against the Reapers. It was not an ideal way to fight the Reapers in the Thel's honest opinion, but a soul willing to fight the Reapers was better than a reluctant or forced soul.

"I'll just get you two settled," she gestured to the two awakened aliens, "We'll figure out further details from here."

The remaining squad members who were more or less silent during this awkward conversation were quick to guide the newest shipmates towards the elevator.

Thel simply retreated to his corner of the shuttle bay, all the while leaving his plasma rifles along with the other weapons that were organized and stacked. His eyes turned to the Spartan Laser that he had yet to use before taking a moment to recollect his thoughts.

**Shepard P.O.V.**

It was after the combat team stashed their armor and weapons away that Commander Jane Shepard went to the com room to speak with Admiral Hackett. He was expecting an update, as this mission was very high-priority.

When she entered the com room, she quickly tapped a few keys and the image of the admiral flickered and projected. When he was clearly visible, she instantly saluted on instinct. He looked directly at her, arms behind his back.

"Commander Shepard," he greeted, "How did the mission to Eden Prime go?"

"We got what we needed," Shepard affirmed, "A Prothean."

"A Prothean," the admiral repeated, hands raised to his chin in thought, "Do you think he can help us?"

"I'm going to see," Shepard said.

"Commander, if the Prothean can help us, we need his cooperation. The construction of the device still is underway. If he can help, we need his cooperation."

"Understood," she nodded.

"And what about the other artifact," he asked.

"That one wasn't an artifact either," she replied, "It was another alien, one that we haven't ever heard of: a Forerunner."

"Hmm," the admiral furrowed his brow, "Can this Forerunner help us?"

"I believe he might actually have something worthwhile in this," Shepard said, "The reason he's so important is because his technology operates outside of mass effect technology. And I'm inclined to believe that it is just as advanced asor even more so than our own technology."

"And that sort of technology is the kind the Reapers don't have tabs on," Hackett concluded.

"Exactly. The Forerunner, Guardian, he talked about scattering pieces of technology across the galaxy, and that knowledge could just help us find a game changer."

"If there is technology that's outside of the Reaper's design," Hackett spoke, "Then find it. We need as many game changers as possible."

"I'll be in contact if I've come up with anything," Shepard saluted.

"Then carry on Commander Shepard. Admiral Hackett out."

The image disappeared and Shepard swiftly turned to leave for the lower decks. She needed to speak with the newcomers now.

The question was which one first?

The Prothean she was familiar with. Everyone in the galaxy knew the Protheans, and they had more information to help against the Reapers than the Forerunner did. He knew the Reapers for what they truly were. Yet at the same time, Shepard found herself questioning the Prothean's state of mind. He hadn't talked a lot, but whatever he said was said in a really spiteful and bitter way. So far, his attitude was less than stellar. Well, not if she had anything to say about it. If there was one thing Jane Shepard could do, it was turn a frown upside down. All she needed to reinforce this fact was the psychotic biotic, known as Jack.

Then there was Guardian, the Forerunner, as the Arbiter had designated his species. She didn't know anything about Forerunners, at least not from her own experience. The Arbiter had told her that they were essentially his galaxy's Protheans, advanced and some of the species in the galaxy used their technology. But some of the stuff said in the shuttle bay also got her interested. Apparently, if Forerunners had named Humanity their successor, it should make talking to him all the more easier. Add this to the fact that he actually was acting polite made him a very viable first-choice. Though it was strange that he was the kinder one and yet he was hidden behind a rather badass suit of armor.

_Choices, choices, it all comes down the choices, _she thought, _I guess I'm feeling really daring right now, so Forerunner first._

"Joker," Shepard called out, "Make sure Liara is in the port cargo room on engineering. We've got some talking to do."

_"I'm sure Liara is freaking out," _Joker mused, _"So who's exactly in the portside cargo?"_

"EDI might be better off explaining it once she listens to the conversation," Shepard replied, "I don't really know."

Without waiting for a response, she decided to stop stalling and get back to work.

Having made up her mind, she quickly called the lift to the engineering deck. She darted out of the door, the swerved to the right, to the same room where Zaeed had once resided in. She opened the door to see that the situation was what she expected, and yet it wasn't**.**

The Forerunner stood out amongst his Human guard, his armor making him stick up severely. He was clearly listening to Liara as she spoke about something. Liara was always eager to learn about the older civilizations.

It was then that one of the guards noted her arrival and instantly shouted.

"Commander on deck!"

That got everyone to turn around and salute her. She was quick to nod them off.

"At ease," she said, "I see you're all getting along."

The soldiers seemed to be rather uncomfortable with this statement but the Forerunner turned his armored helmet to look at each and every one of them. His glowing helmet eyes gazed at Shepard last, and she met his gaze.

"Yes," Guardian said, "A most agreeable crew."

"I was just introducing Guardian," Liara said, "You're just in time. We were about to go into specifics."

"Well here I am," the commander turned towards the Forerunner, "Sorry that we didn't get to properly introduce ourselves. I'm Commander Jane Shepard. This is my ship, the _SSV Normandy SR-2_."

She held out her hand, wondering if he would take it. For a moment, he looked at it, then he took her hand and shook it. His grip was extremely light, and Shepard had no doubt he was holding back, with his armor and physical stature and all.

"I am Undying-Light-of-Protection," he replied, "More commonly referred to as simply Guardian by close friends. I was assigned to the role of keeping our data preserved and fleeing from the Flood."

"The Arbiter told me about that Flood," Shepard interrupted, "What are they?"

"Something that should not have seen the light of day," Guardian said gravely, "Even we do not really understand their origins fully. They are much like the Reapers in the respect that all life will suffer their wrath."

"Then you must know something about the Reapers," Liara said, "Your technology seemed to work well against their pawns."

"Those indoctrinated Humans," Guardian sighed, "That was but a fraction of our technology. I have spent the better part of many millenniaadapting and refining our technology to recognize the Reapers and their pawns."

"How much technology do you have," Liara asked, "And where is it? I take it that wasn't all you had."

Guardian's helmeted head turned to face both Shepard and Liara. He regarded them carefully, as if he wasn't ready to let a secret go easily, and Shepard couldn't find a reason to fault him. They were all complete unknowns to him. He then relinquished his stared to look at the wall.

"Enough to fight the Reapers," he responded, "I have hidden some of my assets. They are scattered across this galaxy, and are only accessible to me."

"On what level can you help us," Shepard pressed, "Any help is appreciated."

"That depends," Guardian responded, "I can combat ground forces with my own skills of firefights and combat experience. I can also fight with the machines themselves."

"You can do that," Shepard questioned skeptically.

"The machines are many things," Guardian explained, "But they are not invincible. Their technology, as effective as it may be in combating your technology, is easily dispatched by Forerunner technology. However, with my rather limited resources, I cannot fight a full-scale war."

"How will you fight the Reapers themselves," Shepard asked.

"The traditional way," he answered, "Ship-to-ship combat."

**Liara P.O.V.**

Liara T'Soni was beyond elated. She was on, what was that expression that Humans used to express a euphoric sensation beyond word? Cloud nine, that was what it was called. She was on cloud nine, or Heaven in a more specific and accurate term.

Her whole life had been dedicated to understanding cultures in general. Archaeology, by extension, was learning of cultures, but simply ones that no longer existed. She wanted to know about them. She wanted to know about them because they had answers to questions about now. Someone people said that history didn't matter much and that the present and the future are what should be looked at.

Liara could point out several reasons as to why this statement was false.

Firstly, history, more than anyone wanted to admit, was the source of knowledge that could help the present and the future. It was often the case that history repeated itself in one form or another and that knowledge of the past was essential because future events were no different. Even with more advanced technologies and societies and standards of living. So many times over, the more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

Another reason to study the past was to know why those that came before had disappeared, because usually, there usually was a reason behind a disappearance. Correction, there always was an explanation, sometimes a deadly one like the Reapers. The murderous machines did well to conceal themselves until it was too late. Tens of thousands of civilizations now were dead by their doing, they would do it again if they weren't stopped here and now. Now fully aware of the threat, the galaxy had to fight back, though they'd have to work fast and find a better way to fight otherwise they would be another to add to the collection.

And finally, the past might just offer solutions to a problem now. It was a far-fetched idea, but often times as Liara had come to learn from experience the best help came from places she wouldn't think to look. Often times, Liara had to do some immense digging during her time as a broker on Illium. She would sift through numerous piles of junk data to obtain a small piece. It was a needle in the haystack, another of those charming Human sayings, but that success all the more satisfying. And now, this Forerunner might just have a clue to the puzzle that needed to be solved.

And right now, Liara wanted to know what sort of ships that Guardian would be able to provide, or if they would be helpful.

But there was also time to learn about another culture that piqued her interest, and she'd only seen a small glimpse of the Forerunners. She could only speculate about who they were. But she wouldn't speculate any longer.

For now, back to work.

"What kind of ships," Liara inquired.

The Forerunner concealed behind his armor was a stark contrast to his otherwise light-hearted and friendly nature. It was like he was trying to open up to them, but the armor kept him from being articulating the way he wanted it. It didn't help that he was fully armored and not a sign of what his skin looked like, or how his body was shaped physically. Although it carried a roughly humanoid structure, Liara wasn't so naive to think that everything was the same between the two. Humans and Asari were different.

"The kind that commanders of our ranks were fit to command," Guardian said, "I was the youngest Forerunner to ever command an army. Humans call it a General, I believe now. Although any major Forerunner military personnel were given certain resources."

"Why aren't you getting to more specifics," Liara asked, "Is there something we can't know."

"Do you not think I want to tell you," he sighed, "If I felt it was safe to do so, I would, but like it or not, the Reapers find ways to obtain information that is meant to be kept secret or obscure."

Turning to Shepard and Liara, he pointed a hand at them, and both women gazed at each other in confusion.

"You two have been exposed to the machines before," he stated, "Even though I do not sense indoctrination, I can sense their lingering presence."

"You can sense the Reapers," Shepard asked, "Like if someone's been exposed to it?"

The Forerunner chose not to speak, instead activating a system on his armor. A moment later, a colored 3D hologram appeared in front of them. Liara was amazed by the detail of the map. It seemed that all corners of the galaxy had been mapped out, though not in synch with the current galaxy map.

"When I came to this galaxy long ago," he stated, "I came with a token force, enough to defend a world. However, I know from experience in battle that with what I have, keeping every resource within a single planet is tantamount to suicide. It was as I explored the galaxy that I came to see what had happened. I was able to piece together that the ancient civilizations that had perished by unnatural means."

Liara was entranced by the image of the galaxy map, so familiar, and yet unfamiliar at the same time. Planets, clusters, and even systems that she didn't recognize were here. She could spot Thessia on this map; she could see Palaven, as well as Earth, and Sur'Kesh, and the Citadel.

It also occured to the Asari that this topic completely digressed from Shepard's question, but neither her now the commander made a move to stop Guardian as he continued to speak. They wanted to hear this.

Then the map began to display several green lines extending from one system to another. At first, one line appeared, but then the path continued. There were several other lines that began to stem from the original line. At first, Liara had a hard time comprehending what she was looking at, but then it began to make sense: this wasn't at random. The path started from the outer systems and began to work in a spiral. The final destination was the galactic core itself.

"You flew into the galactic core," Shepard asked casually.

If Shepard hadn't gone through the Omega-4 relay, Liara might ridicule Shepard about how incredibly dangerous the core was.

"Yes," he said, "I discovered all of the ancient ships that had went into the core and never returned. I was hoping to find something there, and found the beginning of the trail. It led me back to where I had already been."

The map began to light up with several stars systems and planets, all of them highlighted in red. The text was not readable to anyone. It was the same language that Liara studied on Eden Prime.

"After careful reexamination, these systems I found the most substantial evidence, but I did not piece together the threat of the machines until I found several correlating facts; the first was that each civilization at the peak of its power vanished without a trace. The second was that all of the advanced technology derived from the mass relays and what you call Element Zero, and the third was that there was little to no evidence of the previous civilizations."

"Then how did you find anything at all," Liara asked, "If the Reapers are so meticulous?"

"Because Forerunner technology is not derived from the Reapers technology, I can find things that the Reapers would never think to consider because they believe all organics and synthetics incapable of finding this means, but I am outside of their designs. Even with small samples of DNA or material, I can reconstruct a rough idea of what happened. Also, the scars of war are easy to find, and I found the scars plentiful across many garden worlds and habitable planets."

The map began to form again, this time, showing blue spots. Liara recognized these as the mass relays spread across the galaxy. They all remained as they should in the present with the exception of the Mu Relay and the Alpha Relay.

"I have also done massive scans of the relays themselves and I have been able to pinpoint times in the past that the relay has been used and by how many ships. I began to go back as far as I could. I was able to get scans to about several thousand Reaper cycles. The cores of the relay give off massive energy when propelling ships towards the intended destination. The core are the most powerful of their kind, and they are almost as old as the Reapers themselves. However, the core still loses energy as ships continue to use it. The Reapers have likely only had to maintain it several times at most or maybe none at all in their existence."

The image zoomed into a relay as it simulated ships of various sizes and models and structures and designs pass through it. Liara didn't recognize any of the ships, so she assumed that they were that of previous cycles.

"I measure the loss of fractions of energy along with the initial count and the amount of energy per use of the relay. Because maintenance is not a thing performed in each cycle, I have determined that every 50,000 years, there are enormous fluctuations of use between relays. With how Element Zero is scattered throughout the galaxy, no species would ever be able to make so many ships, so I decided to investigate this unknown faction."

Then the hologram began to focus on one specific planet. The Asari didn't recognize the planet immediately, but then realized it was the Feros. Although it did look different from just looking at the surface from orbit. The details were very precise as it showed a rather beautiful-looking planet, not the volcanic and dangerous world it was now.

"This planet was the source of the most recent scarring, so I investigated. What I came upon was a race known as the Inusannon. They were too far gone, and I saw only mindless drones without guidance. So I pierced into the mind of one, and I saw the true form of the Reapers. The experience was so...tangible, so...terrifying, so…familiar."

The hologram dissolved into something else more terrifying, and Liara instantly could see the image of the Reapers as they laid waste to the planet. A race that she hadn't seen before, the Inusannon. They were fighting back, but their efforts were for naught.

Liara's eyes turned to Shepard, who was flinching visibly.

The recorded dream ceased to move and the hologram disappeared completely.

"And that was the day the Reapers became my enemy," Guardian concluded, "And now, I have found the enemies of my enemy."
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_**SSV Normandy SR-2**_

**En Route to Krogan DMZ**

** March 8 2186**

** 21:47 Hours**

** Shepard P.O.V.**

Commander Jane Shepard sensed that the words coming from the Forerunner weren't words of hate, anger or disliking, but simply a statement of fact. It puzzled her that Guardian didn't hate the Reapers. Then she felt suddenly suspicious, if not scared. She hoped to god that he was mentally fine.

"You don't seem like you hate them," Shepard began.

The armored head didn't look her way, and still looked to the floor. He didn't move a muscle, and Shepard felt tense for a moment. Then he responded, almost in an annoyed manner.

"War is not what I want," he said, "Regardless of what each race chooses to do, I do not condone the actions of the Reapers, nor do I reject the ideas of the Reapers. They are simply doing what they do."

"But we don't even really know what they're doing," Shepard argued, "And yet you can say that you don't care?"

"You misunderstand Commander," he explained, "To Forerunners, all life is important regardless of what form it takes or what purpose it undergoes; as such, we should be above prejudice and racism . However, as I am mortal, I still suffer from the drawbacks that all sentient life suffers: prejudice and racism. Can you say for certain that you see all life equally in your eyes?"

Shepard paused to think for a moment, because it was a good question, and she didn't have an immediate answer. In truth, she knew the answer, but she wouldn't say it out loud.

"I don't know," Shepard conceded, "I'd like to think that I believe all are equal."

"Then why should the Reapers not be given that same impartial judgement? Are they not living sentient beings like all of us?"

"This is different. They're killing for no reason. They've murdered, they've maimed. They control people's minds. That's not right?"

"So should a person who has committed a murder be killed simply for the fact that they killed someone else, or maimed them, or controlled them?"

Shepard opened her mouth to speak, but then she realized what was going on. If she said no to this question, then she'd be saying that killing the Reapers wasn't right. She decided to get to the bottom of this.

"Are you indoctrin-"  
>"No, do NOT even entertain the idea, Human," he stated sternly, "I know what possessed beings look like, what they feel life, what they are."<p>

"Then why are you defending the Reapers," Shepard pressed again.

"I am not," Guardian defended, "But I am a caretaker of all life. That means all life is important to me. Do you not see my predicament or my reluctance to kill?"

"Yes, I do," Shepard said, "But this is different. The Reapers have forced our hand. You think I haven't tried to talk to them? They refuse to change."

"I believe you," Guardian nodded, "But right now, the priority of the galaxy is paramount. As much as the Reapers are a form of life, they are a threat to life as well. Being able to study one would be worth the effort ofarchiving them."

Shepard stared at the Forerunner rather incredulously. She wasn't sure if Guardian was serious or indoctrinated or joking. How could heeven consider archiving the monstrosity that were the Reapers? Was he just brave or stupid? Or both? That last thought was extremely intimidating.

"You're not serious," Shepard replied, "You'd be willing to risk all life to let the Reapers live?"  
>"All life has value," Guardian said, "To destroy even the Reapers would to waste precious understanding."<p>

"I thought you'd know that this isn't a good idea," Shepard argued, "The Arbiter's told me about the Flood. Your galaxy paid for your mistake."

For a moment, Shepard's flickered to watch his body for any signs since she couldn't make out his face. She did notice his right hand curl into a fist, and it remained that way before uncurling. In that moment, she knew that Guardian was most definitely not indoctrinated. That moment told her that even if he didn't say it out loud, he regretted his actions, or at least was remorseful in some manner.

"I seek not to gain their technology for personal gain," Guardian spoke slowly, "Only to learn what they knew in the hopes of preventing any further suffering. Unlike some, I seek understanding, not power."

She took in the words carefully, He wasn't lying, that much she knew, but it did scare her that somehow he might be hinting to the Illusive Man. She wondered if he might know more than he was letting on. She had to press the issue.

"I've seen the Reapers indoctrinate," Shepard warned, "If you're mortal like we are, then you're no more protected."

"A strong will can resist the Reapers for a time," he spoke, "You, of all Humans, should know this."

While being argumentative, she couldn't help but feel that internally, Guardian was someone she could trust. They had known each other for not even several hours, and yet they were arguing like they knew each other, like they wanted to keep the other not worried.

"I appreciate the sentiment, Shepard," Guardian said, "But I am willing to take the risks so that no one else has to. I will not back down because of the Reapers."

Brave and daring, she had to commend him for not faltering. He certainly had the right mentality to get through the war. She just hoped that they would live long enough to sustain that fire before the Reapers extinguished it for good.

"You're not what I expected," Shepard spoke honestly, "I would think the last of your kind, you'd be more bitter."

"All life must end," Guardian said, "Sometimes, death claims unjustly, and we seek revenge demanding that the rights be wronged. It does not change the fact that the dead will not come back and that life must go on."

He paused to take a deep breath, then he resumed talking

"The machines," Guardian sighed, "We must stop them so that the rest of the galaxy can be given a future, but there are thousands of Reapers, all of them carrying the remnants of billions. Those deaths will bring none of them back, but the future is what we can believe in. There must be a tomorrow."

Though the words were of wisdom and truth, Shepard heard the words spoken in a sad and reminiscent tone. Each word sounded a bit strained, like he was having trouble saying it, or that he didn't believe it. Shepard wouldn't press for details. She'd probably opened up wounds that he didn't want prodded at.

"I'm sorry," Shepard offered, "It must be hard to talk about."

"I try not to remember the death of the Forerunners," he said, "Rather, I remember what we were, what we accomplished. It is better to remember the good memories. In time, they will heal more than they hurt."

"I…"Shepard paused, "I guess."

It was truly a lame thing to say after everything he had said. She felt so stupid for responding in such an extremely curt way. He'd practically told her everything about himself to her, a complete stranger. It seemed that maybe she found someone who had more trust in others than even she had.

"Look," Shepard began, "I'm not forcing you to help."

"No," Guardian agreed, "But I am willing. I may not have been able to save my brothers and sisters, but I can save the brothers and sisters of others. I want to keep whatever hope there is alive before it is snuffed out."

"After hearing you, I believe it," Shepard affirmed.

It was then that Liara stepped up, and Shepard knew instantly what it was that the young Asari was about to do, or ask rather.

"Liara," Shepard warned, "Maybe you shouldn't-"

"If Liara T'Soni wishes to learn," Guardian spoke, "She can ask questions. I will answer to the best of my ability."

"Right," Shepard thought, "I'll leave you two to it. You mind if I come back sometime later for more details on how you can help us?"

"Of course," Guardian nodded, "But bits at a time. Too much, and our enemies could know."

With a nod, Shepard left the room and went to the elevator before ascending to her cabin. She had a lot of mission reports to file, and lots to think about. But before she did that, there was a Prothean to talk to.

**Liara P.O.V.**

Liara, despite her rather eager nature, was cautious with how she asked her questions. The last thing she wanted to do was to provoke an alien that was physically more imposing than most beings in the galaxy, save for the Arbiter. Add that to the fact that his knowledge and intellect was astonishing and that he was a person of great importance to his people, and Liara could construct a pretty good idea about the Forerunners.

"I should start with the culture first," Liara opened her omni-tool and began to record.

"Very well," he said, "What about our culture?"  
>"Well," the Asari thought, "Are the Forerunners known for displaying a trait that makes you special? We Asari are renowned for our patience, our ability to see diplomacy through. We gain knowledge by influencing other cultures."<p>

"I understand what you mean," Guardian nodded, "Well, I suppose I should begin the single most focal point of the purpose of the Forerunners, and perhaps our most-debated point as well. We are the caretakers of all life in the galaxy. We are the bearers of the Mantle of Responsibility."

"The Mantle of Responsibility," Liara asked.

"Legends states that long before the Forerunners came into existence, there was a race known as the Precursors, a race who were powerful beyond even our ability to comprehend. It is said that they had the ability to advance any form of intelligent life, organic or synthetic, that they could bring understanding to any species, stop wars before any shots were fired. They were said to travel across galaxies as casually as we travel from one corner of a galaxy to another."

Guardian brought up another hologram and Liara began to take in some rather unusual-looking images. She couldn't quite make out what exactly what she was looking at, other than...some sort of database of knowledge. All she saw were swirls of colors and strange symbols and text that she couldn't make out no matter how she looked at it.

"What is all of this," Liara inquired, "It looks like a database."

"It is, in a sense, though not quite as you would understand it. This is called the Domain. It is a network encompassing millions of years of knowledge concerning races, cultures, weapons, philosophy, science, politics, art, and so much more. I have read through these archives for many decades, and by the time my life ends, I will not even have grasped even a fraction of all of it."

And speaking of decades of studies,..

"How long do Forerunners live," Liara asked, "You sound as if you've got a lot of time to live."

"Perhaps in Human terms," he chuckled, "How long do Asari live?"

"For a thousand years on average," Liara answered immediately.

"Then this may come as a surprise to you," he began, "But Forerunners are unique in the respect that our lifespans are far longer than a thousand years. I am only one thousand years old, Assuming I survive the war and I keep myself in physical shape, then I could survive as long as twenty millennia."

"That long," Liara exclaimed.

"It would be a generous thing to call me an adult," Guardian mused, "I am barely of adult age, but it was my intellect and leadership abilities and a drive to save all life that led me here. My superiors had hoped that I might live long enough to preserve our knowledge to other races."

"So," Liara surmised, "You haven't fully matured."

"Hardly," he said, "My physical form will continue to grow for at least a few hundred more years, maybe another millennium."

Liara was quite astonished. Of course to anyone else but her, it would seem unbelievable, but after seeing the power of the Reapers, she was willing to believe that they were able to live that long.

"I digress. Getting back to my original point, the Precursors were the dominant race of the galaxy. However, they wanted a successor. The reasons for this, we know not, but they had two viable choices for their successors: the Forerunners and Humanity, both technologically advanced and on equal footing with one another. However, the Precursors chose Humanity to bear the Mantle. It is said that our people severely disagreed with this assessment, and we struck out at the Precursors, annihilating all of them without leaving a trace."

This left Liara at odds. The Forerunners now seemed selfish rather selfless as Guardian had spoken about to Shepard.

"That seems rather selfish," Liara commented, "Why didn't you allow Humanity the title?"

"I have wondered that myself, perhaps it was our arrogance and our will to reach to greater heights. Perhaps since Humans are short-lived that we thought them incapable of bearing the title at the time. It amazes me that we call ourselves selfless and caring for all life, and yet, we took the title forcefully and took the responsibility upon ourselves."

"Surely that cost you in the long run," Liara alluded.

"It would, but not for a long time. We simply began to understand our responsibility. We had the ability to carry the Mantle, but we spent our time learning. We cared for all life. We studied all life. We preserved life that would be extinguished if not cared for. We did not interfere in a species development. It was not our place to force ourselves upon others. If they contacted us, we opened relations, but for the most part, we remained clear of all."

The hologram continued to sift through memories and images of the Forerunners, and Liara saw many things: warriors, scholars, leaders, priests, engineers, diplomats, scientists, all sorts of things that showed the Forerunners always busy and doing many things. Liara struggled to even make sense of all of it, but she understood what she was looking at, the gist of it at least: a busy people with a great deal of things they have accomplished and wished to accomplish. They were like extremely advanced Asari in a way.

"All was well for a great deal of time until Humanity began to war with us. What we did not know at the time was that they fought to push the Flood back. It is still unclear how the Flood came to be, but it is rumored that they came from the Precursors themselves, experiments gone wrong. We did not know of them before, so we assumed Humans were being aggressive for our land, so we fought back. When they were defeated and de-evolved, the Flood attacked us. It was, in hindsight, a mistake to de-evolve Humanity, but the damage was done, and we knew that we had no chance against the Flood."

"So you sought to make amends," Liara concluded, "By making Humanity the next bearer of the Mantle."

"We did what we could. There were those that wanted Humanity punished, but no other race showed promise like Humanity did, and that was why it was our priority to save them at any cost. They would continue our work and defend the galaxy, as they had been doing from the very start."

"It sounds like you admire them very much," Liara commented, "Like they should've been bearing responsibility the whole time."

"We were children playing with a weapon," Guardian said, "We thought we could handle the Mantle, but we failed, and now I understand why the Precursors chose Humanity. They may be short-lived, but they are capable of incredible feats. It is no wonder that they are resilient, brave cunning, patient, fiery, and chaotic as they are. So many traits for one species. So much variation."

Liara could whole-heartedly agree with that statement: Humans were indeed extremely varied and unlike any species living.

**EDI P.O.V.**

EDI continued to listen to the conversation between Liara T'Soni and Undying-Light-of-Protection as they talked about the Forerunners. So far, the information that she had been listening to and the holograms that followed them were nothing short of plentiful and immensely detailed, if the information was to be believed.

The information seemed to make sense, and all things talked about seemed like plausible things to believe in. EDI had made an effort to see if there was any hint of deception or deceit in the story of Guardian. His voice was not distorted and she listened to his tone extremely carefully. Everything seemed truthful, and she could detect nothing but sincerity in his words.

When Guardian had been talking about his encounter with the Reaper's servants, indoctrinated slaves, they were what allowed him to see what the Reapers were and how to deal with them. The thought of actually trying to reconstruct a memory from a almost-literally dead person was something that was impossible with their technology. It would seem that these Forerunners had technology that may very well outclass anything the Reapers had. That sort of technology seemed only for a more powerful, wise, and tempered race, a race with thousands of years of practice.

And the unusual part? Guardian had confessed willingly that the Forerunners were just as flawed and mortal as any other living thing.

EDI understood that many species in the galaxy always presented an image of power, understanding, guidance, intelligence, or ability to show that they had a place. The Turians were the image of a military machine, a warriors culture, the pinnacle of military discipline and training. The Salarians were the scientists, the more intelligent and stealthy ones, preferring subtle tactics and underhanded tactics rather than by-the-book or obvious means. The Asari were diplomats, elegant, graceful, beautiful, and proud, always using diplomacy to its highest degree. Humanity were not experts, but were a jack-of-all-trades race, a race who knew a lot of skills and how to be good at them, making them far more varied than any other species.

The Turians, the Asari, and the Salarians always painted a picture of a perfect people with a perfect government, one that everyone should participate in. In the eyes of the public, and perhaps in their own eyes, they believed that they had a system that was not in need of change. No race that had ever made contact with the Citadel Council had ever rejected the council's offer to become a part of the community. There had certainly been some races that lost their embassies, but all accepted the initial offer to join. Perhaps this told the Citadel Council that they had a right to interfere with any species and the business of said species.

The Foreunners had a far more simpler and far different mentality: let races develop and advance at their own pace, let them deal with their own problems, and only interfere if the race was at risk of total extinction. There apparently was no form of a cooperative government, just individual races and their own colonies and their empires. If that was case, then more than likely, races probably had agreements, treaties, or at least some form of non-aggression pacts, or perhaps an alliance. No race seemed to be above or below the notice of the Forerunners.

While the rapid showing of images and memories came through Guardian's hologram, EDI had made sure to preserve the sights and sounds of every piece of it. She then went through the video again, slowing down each image and stilling to see what exactly she was looking at. Hundreds of millions of images and things to see. All of them things that were both familiar and unfamiliar. Some of them were frightening and some were astounding. Some of them were unusual, and some of them were normal.

As her processes worked through the images and the information to send to Commander Shepard, she couldn't help but ask more questions about the Forerunner.

How long had they shouldered this Mantle of Responsibility? How had Humanity evolved in another galaxy, with seemingly little to no difference? What was their ultimate goal, if there was one? What did Guardian know about the Reapers? How could Guardian sympathize with life like the Reapers?

If the Forerunners had come across something as dangerous or more so than the Reapers, then it should mean that he would destroy the Reapers without hesitation, without mercy, and without regret. Guardian was aware that it was the right thing to do, but not something he wanted to do. He stated that there was something to be learned from all races, and that the Reapers were no different in this respect. If that was the case, what did the Forerunner think that the Reapers had to offer?

Thinking back, EDI recalled that Reapers were made from the organic material of other races. If that was the case, as with the Human Proto-Reaper, then it was true for all of the Reapers. Perhaps the Reapers could provide insight into the past races. Was that it? EDI could not find many plausible and other ways for the Reapers to be useful, but what did it matter?

The races of the past were dead, and even if they might give insight, the past could not really apply to now. Each race was different, and studying history might not necessarily change the way a race thought.

On the other hand, history could allow a race to not make the mistakes of the previou race. It was said by Humans that history was an exact representation of things to come in the future. It would not happen the same way, certainly, but there would be similarities, and being aware of past events could be critical to the future.

The question now was was it worth the info? Was millions or billions of lives worth it? Was it right? Was it wrong?

EDI was never programmed to make moral stances and this sort of thing was something she was still growing accustomed to. Morality at times seemed like a thing that was inefficient and got in the way of productivity. Many claimed that believing in something was better than believing in nothing at all. For example, killing was wrong, but in times of war, it was necessary, many said. Perhaps it was the mentality of keeping a race alive. Each individual's purpose was to live long enough to reproduce and continue to perpetuate the species forward.

And yet, all living intelligent things viewed this as not the only reason to invest in relationships. They said that they did it to have a purpose in life, to have someone to fight for, to die for if necessary, someone to be with. Mates generally had a strong bond and that bond was not broken easily.

EDI before being released from her shackles did not understand the necessity for feelings of love, but now, as she began to experience the galaxy around her as much as she could, she began to develop these feelings herself. Humans had always said that feelings like these were not able to be explained, that it was simply an instinct. She now understood it better, and she actually knew the feelings herself.

Feelings like these were for what the galaxy considered the norm. However, the Reapers were anything but normal. EDI wondered if they were even capable of such things like companionship or love. Even if the Reapers did not possess feelings like intelligent life did, then was it right to kill them?

Most would say the Reapers are an abomination because they killed for apparently no reason other than to create more Reapers. There seemed to be no end to this, but what if there was a goal?

EDI didn't know, and Guardian's own interpretation of the Reapers and any possible theories about their purpose did little to quell her search for an answer.

**This was more of a filler chapter, something that you guys might already know, or maybe not. I felt it important to include this chapter. It may not be what everyone wants to read, but I have plenty of character interactions down the road. Some of them I'm even laughing at myself.**

**There are some other special events down the road, and some of them may surprise you. I hope to impress, shock, and/or please my readers as much as I can.**

**If you loved this chapter, let me know. If you hated this chapter, tell me why. If you want to offer critiques, then do so. I'll try to be as patient as I can. I can sometimes lose my cool, but that's what all Humans do. So close to 500 reviews!**

**Special thanks to TheEnglishWriter for beta-reading this chapter!**

**I hope you all enjoyed this chapter, and remember, good questions outrank easy questions.**

**Peace out!**


	36. Chapter 36: Wait, More Talking?

Chapter 36: Wait, More Talking?

**SSV Normandy SR-2**

** En Route to Krogan DMZ**

** March 9 2186**

** 06:15 hours**

** Javik P.O.V.**

The Prothean had spent a considerable time talking to the Human commander and the Asari archaeologist. They were most amusing to say the least, and the company within this ship was amusing too. There was a Turian, a synthetic, more Humans, the ancient and mysterious Forerunners, and then that other one, the Sangheili, from his conversation with the commander.

The Forerunner, Javik knew a great deal about. Although the Inusannon were the first race that Protheans evolved their technology, the Forerunners had been the ones to improve that technology further. It was discovered on the planet where he laid dormant for 50,000 years, technology of a race far superior than that of any species that came before. Some theorized that these Forerunners were not of this galaxy. In any case, their technology was studied, but when the Reapers came, they had to halt all studies. To ensure that it was not found by the Reapers, all connections were cut off from the moment that the Reapers overtook the Citadel.

Javik remembered when he was tasked with arguably the most important two tasks of his entire military career. It seemed like mere days ago that he received orders from his superiors. They had not given the orders via transmission. They sent him a pre-recorded message detailing his orders, the first priority being to make sure that the Forerunner technology was secure at all costs, and led to his second priority: saving a million Protheans from death. Ultimately, Javik knew from the start that these people would likely die in order to cover up the most advanced technology in the known galaxy, but somehow, it felt wrong to betray his people like this and lie to them about it.

But then his more rational side kicked in, telling him that if the Reapers knew about the technology, they could assimilate it and that it would make the struggle to destroy the Reapers even more difficult and maybe even impossible. Or if the machines destroyed them, then there would be many cycles before technology advanced enough for intelligent races to have a chance against the Reapers.

Now that he had realized that his mission was a success, he wanted to speak with the Forerunner that the commander had within her ship. Javik knew the ruins were important, but he had no idea that there was a living Forerunner within the ruins. He along with the large Sangheili were unlike anything he had ever seen before, so he wanted to get to know them.

It was not difficult to find where the Forerunner resided. His trail was very unique, very powerful, and very intelligent, but also mournful.

The door opened to Javik's presence, and he was greeted by a large being that was arranging some items, most of them technologically related. The Forerunner seemed to sense his presence, but did not turn around immediately.

"Javik," he said, "What brings you here?"

"I want to see what my people fought so hard to protect," Javik said, "And to know it was worth it."

The Forerunner instantly stopped what he was doing, and stared at the wall before turning towards the Prothean. Both of them stood three meters apart. It was somewhat awkward, but not entirely.

"I will not admit it to Shepard," the Forerunner said, "But she does not yet know what she plays with."

Javik moved closer to the Forerunner, and made physical contact with the being. Although the connection was but a few seconds, it was all Javik needed to see that this one clearly knew what true pain was.

"I can sense many things in you," Javik opened his eyes, "Many traits of that are commendable, but I also sense pain."

"I would like to think that it is my work, stopping the machines," Guardian continued, "I would like to think I am doing some justice in the name of my people."

"As do I," Javik nodded, "The commander is not really aware of our pain. Not completely at least."

"If she survives, this war," Guardian said, "She will feel the pain."

Javik took a small moment to think about the connection. While they both shared similar situations, how they went about it was entirely different. This Guardian clearly sought to honor his people by continuing their work, not seeking vengeance.

"You do not seek vengeance though," Javik pointed out, "You are a keeper of life."

"War is not always what I was born for," Guardian explained, "Before war, I was a keeper of knowledge. Being a warrior is but a necessity."

Javik grumbled a bit. So not a warrior by choice, but a warrior nonetheless, and a very powerful one at that. He had yet to see his skills in battle. He would reserve judgement on this one. He would do so for all of these primitives as well.

"You seem troubled," Guardian commented, "I know sad expression when I see them."

"You already know," Javik dismissed, "What does it matter?"

"If you persist with that attitude," Guardian warned, "Then you will find **it **difficult making any sort of connection with anyone on this ship."

"Why must I change for the sake of convenience," Javik argued, "I am here to fight the Reapers, not make friends."

"The two are not mutually exclusive," the Forerunner replied, "Surely you know better than anyone that strong friendships can be forged on battlefields."

Javik said nothing in response, but he couldn't deny that fact. Battles did make friends where they were least expected. In any other circumstances, Javik would have a hard time thinking of another way that he would connect with others if not in the midst of war.

"They are not my people," Javik answered, "They are not my concern."

"No," Guardian agreed, "They are not your people, but which is better: to be remembered as the last voice of the Protheans who was bitter and self-indulged, or as the last voice of the Protheans, a race that spoke of strength, courage, and duty?"

Without another word, Javik left the room, his time here already enough to satisfy his curiosity. He did not care to be lectured in philosophy. It was not where he was most skilled. As he said to Shepard, killing was his art, the only one he knew well.

And so he returned to his own place on the ship, his hands dipping into the water, feeling the cool sensation on his fingers. It was a nice and relaxing feeling. His mind began to focus less on his vengeance and more on thinking. He did this a lot now that he had the time.

As much as Guardian's words were annoying to him, they also struck a chord that he knew all too well. It was that of a memory that reverberated in his mind loudly. Those words, they were very similar to the words he had used once, in response to one of his men not wanting to save another subservient race. All races were considered Prothean, and as such, Javik felt it his duty to save them all, regardless of actual species. His men were not always so quick to be convinced. Still, he spoke the words, and believed them truly.

Javik lifted his hands from the water and watched the liquid drip from them. His eyes never left his hands as he carefully watched. It scared him more than he would ever admit, but the more things changed, the more they stayed the same. Water acted as it had in his time. The races of this cycle acted like Protheans would in his cycle. Was it truly a surprise?

Javik clenched his fists before letting out a growl. These damn Reapers, all of them. They would die one way or another, and he would be there to watch them go down into the infernos. They would pay.

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

The Arbiter swung his blade in a wide arc and he swung again, this time a strike close to his body. This was to conserve energy and reduce the time to strike. He then put his strength into a midsection cut, followed by an overhead strike. He then performed an uppercut. He continued to employ various strikes into a rapid motion that did not stop.

When he felt even minor fatigue, he instantly shifted the blade closer to his body to conserve and regenerate a small spark of energy. Even the tiniest amount could prove crucial, and he was not about to waste anything.

His blade continued to whirl with energy as his movements flowed. Keeping careful note of his environment, he remained within his enclosed area, keeping careful watch to not singe or damage any of the nearby crates. There was relatively little space, but Thel had trained in tight and narrow environments, and because of his physical stature, he had to be cautious when fighting smaller opponents not to get caught off guard.

"Shepard," he greeted, continuing to slash his blade.

"Arbiter," Shepard nodded, "You certainly don't waste time."

"It is instinct for me to rise early and attend to training," he responded, "If I do not continue to train, I may dull my edge."

"I appreciate your dedication," the commander said, "But don't overdo it."

The Arbiter snorted lightly, and finally halting his continued movements, deactivating his own energy sword and sitting down on one of the crates. Leaning forward a bit, his head turned to the Human woman. She understood him so well, and yet she understood nothing about him at all. She was an extremely intelligent person for a Human, able to see through many things, such as being able to see through people's masks. Yet at the same time, her idealism and naivety prevented her from seeing other things.

"Arbiter," she asked. "You there?"

"Yes," he replied after a moment, "I am physically still here."

"Smartass," Shepard muttered, "But seriously did you hear what I asked you."

"Depends on what you want me to tell you," the Arbiter answered, "Please specify what you seek."

"Your name," the Human stated, "You name isn't the Arbiter, that's for sure."

"Getting personal now are we," the Sangheili commented, "Tell me, how much is my name worth to you?"

"A lot, because for one thing, you're on my team. I'd like to think that the people I work for aren't just war machines. For another, I've seen the person underneath the Arbiter. I know he's there. And finally, because I can; it's my ship."

"Is that all," the Arbiter inquired.

The answer didn't come immediately, and the Arbiter noticed it. Shepard was actually having to consider something. When she did finally answer, the Arbiter chose to remain silent about it. He would let her believe that he had forgotten.

"I'm probably crazy for saying this, but you've become a friend, a very odd one, but a good one."

"Friend," the Arbiter inquired.

"I've been fighting for the galaxy for so long," Shepard sighed, "As much as I know that the galaxy will rally when I sound the call, Nobody can really understand the burden of being the sole hope of the galaxy. That's not to say that no one is hurting, but when people have problems, they come to me because I'm saving the galaxy."

The Arbiter said nothing, merely listening to a situation that was all-too much like his own as one of the leading figureheads of the Sangheili.

"More than I care to admit, I'm struggling with my ability to help the galaxy. More than I care to admit, I'm...being torn apart by the Reapers. They...they're…"

"Is there something on your conscious," the Arbiter asked quietly.

"There was a boy on Earth," Shepard whispered, "A child, no more than seven years old. I…"

"Watched him die," the Arbiter interrupted, "I saw it too, and it frightens me."

"What," Shepard stuttered, "You saw it too?"

"Something about seeing that child was unnatural," the Arbiter whispered, "I felt that that very moment was preying upon a fear."

His eyes met hers, and she silently urged him on. Another thing to be afraid of, the Arbiter noted. Being able to silently communicate via eye contact was something only very close individuals shared.

"Have you had conflicting dreams? Have you seen yourself fail in your dreams? Have you seen yourself unable to do anything as events unfold?"  
>Shepard bit her teeth as she tensed up. Clearly, he had hit a spot that she had not talked to anyone else about.<p>

"You have," Thel asserted, "I know this because I have as well. Until I came into contact with the Reapers, I have not had these sort of dreams."

It took only moments for Shepard to register what he was saying, and to say she looked scared was a bit of an understatement.

"Indoctrination," Shepard breathed, "You think we're indoctrinated."

_I think we are more than that, _the Arbiter mused to himself, _The Reapers are toying with us, and they know it. Even if we are not in their proximity, we are affected by the aftertaste. We are inexplicably drawn to each other._

"Not completely," the Arbiter said, "But the Reapers are certainly trying, or they may be trying to attempt something beyond our control."

"Like what?"  
>"If I knew that Shepard, I would tell you," Thel shrugged, "Alas for us."<p>

That was not a lie per say, but it was not really what he was truly thinking. Thel's concerns went far beyond that of what was happening or even what might happen. His thoughts were on a possibility that could very well be.

Since the dreams had invaded his mind, he began to wonder just how far the Reaper corruption could go. Could it possibly be affecting their minds in a way that made them believe in victory when there was no victory to be found? Could this cursed filth be somehow convincing them all that victory was certain? Was it possible that the Reapers knew about everything? Was this all a game to the Reapers?

Then the doubt was suddenly banished. Thel 'Vadam angrily shook his thoughts free from this. No, he was not contaminated. He would rather die than succumb to such a disease.

"Regardless," the Arbiter dismissed, "If the Reapers insist on playing mind games, then we will meet them head first, to shout, to deafen them and their kind. We will never submit."

Shepard's intense stare challenged his words. She wanted to believe that he believed in his own words. Any doubt, and she would likely be…

"I believe you," Shepard smiled, "I guess I've always believed in what you say and do. Strange as it is."

"It is not strange, In times like these we must...always be strong, for ourselves and...for each other."

That sounded too personal, but it was too late now.

"Thanks for the words of encouragement. I really needed that. With everything going to hell and with my crew on edge, it's hard to find any sort of comfort these days."

"Do not go speaking of it to the others," Thel growled, "Or I will cut out your tongue."

"You wouldn't dare," she challenged back, "You care too much for me."

"Do. Not. Test. My. Generosity," he threatened.

Laughing quietly, Shepard shook her head, then placed a gentle hand on his armored gauntlet. It was be wise to retract his hand now, before things got too-

"You're not retreating," Shepard smirked.

When he let out a small predatory growl, but she didn't back down, much to his dismay. Whatever happened to being able to dissuade her so easily?

**Joker P.O.V.**

As Flight Lieutenant Jeff Moreau stared out into the open ports, his hands instinctively keeping the Normandy on course to their destination, his mind began to wander off a bit. He was thinking about all of the recent passengers that had been picked up. Joker had gotten to talking to most of the crew, current and former. It was actually nice.

In the meantime, the Normandy was off to the Tuchanka, the place where the fate of a Turian-Krogan alliance would either be made or broken. Wrex was his usual self, as always, and he wouldn't be convinced otherwise. Joker couldn't really imagine anyone changing the old Krogan's mind. For one, he was older than all of the Normandy combined, so he definitely had enough experience to tell people to shove it. For another, he'd really turned around since the Normandy SR-1's destruction. He'd gone off and actually done some good. And finally, he wasn't quite as grumpy as he use to be.

Joker had conversed with him several times, and all of those times, he couldn't really get through Wrex's attitude. The recent conversation with Wrex was short, but it was actually a good conversation for once.

* * *

><p><em>"Still a pain in the ass, Joker," <em>Wrex joked.

_"Still got a stick up your ass, Wrex" _Joker threw back.

_"At least that stick up my ass is for a good reason," _Wrex laughed, _"The only thing you got to whine about is being crippled."_

_ "Yeah," _Joker snarked, _"I already know what you think of me, but then again, I could just crash the Normandy and kill us all. Then we'll see how tough you are dead."_

_ "At least you know how to threaten," _Wrex responded, _"I never told you this, but I always did agree with your glass-half-empty philosophy."_

_ "Finally," _Joker mocked-sighed, _"Someone who appreciates true humor."_

_ "Enjoy it while you can," _Wrex chuckled, _"I doubt Shepard's going around thinking like you do."_

* * *

><p>That conversation with Wrex was more less pretty good, but the talk with Garrus? Well, Joker knew very much that the Turian was extremely on-edge with everyone, and he heard that the former C-Sec officer had cracked and fought with Shepard. If Garrus wasn't one of Shepard's best and oldest friends, he'd be grinding Garrus for an apology to Shepard, but he tried something that he didn't do too often. Joker got on the com and tried to talk, but when he'd tried to talk to the Turian, all the Normandy's pilot got was a curt and dismissive tone.<p>

* * *

><p><em>"It's gonna have to wait. I've got work to do," <em>Joker remembered Garrus saying.

_"Garrus," _Joker gritted, _"Come on. I know you're better than this."_

_ "Well apparently," _Garrus growled, _"You don't me well now."_

_ "Jesus, Garrus," _Joker exhaled, _"I'm just trying to talk? I had no idea that was such a crime."_

_ "I don't want to talk about it," _Garrus persisted, _"And I'm not in the mood to talk."_

_ "So you'd rather face Shepard's anger," _Joker exclaimed, _"Fine, be my guest. Just don't come crawling back to me if Shepard tears you a new one."_

* * *

><p>Joker didn't comment on it to anyone; that one had left a bitter taste in his mouth. He was frustrated with Garrus's behavior. The Turian never really did learn how to control his emotions in the least, and now he was making a huge point of it. Garrus was never this bitter. And it was showing like a sore spot.<p>

Liara wasn't in the best mood either. Joker talked to Shepard briefly, and she told him that the Asari was a bit shaken seeing one of her own people turned into an abomination. Joker had seen the footage, and those things, banshees, that was what they were called now, were a stark contrast to the normally-beautiful Asari. Joker could see where Liara was coming from. It was like seeing husks for the first time. Garrus had also been frustrated at her too. EDI had told him that fact, and it made sense, but in this instance, he didn't really choose sides. He couldn't do that, but he did try to talk to Liara.

* * *

><p><em>"Liara, come on," <em>Joker said, _"Don't tell me the all-knowing Shadow Broker is losing her cool."_

_ "It was horrible," _Liara whispered, _"I always knew that the Reapers were cruel, but I had no idea what everyone else felt until I saw that...that…"_

_ "You dont have to say anything," _Joker assured her, _"We're all feeling the heat. That's how we'll all end up if the Reapers win."_

_ "I'm sorry," _Liara quickly apologized, _"I know I shouldn't be crying about it. I need to do something about it."_

_ "Liara," _Joker bit his lip, _"Don't forget, we all have to stop playing god, or goddess in your case, and start realizing that we're only mortal."_

_ "I…"_

Liara paused, her breathing indicating an attempt to calm down. Joker simply waited for her.

"_Liara, I've known you for years now. You didn't shed a tear for your mother, and that got me worried. It's actually nice to see you like this. It makes you more Human in my eyes. And I get it, we gotta let it out. That's what everyone does. Anyone who says they've never cried are lying."_

"_I...think I understand," _she conceded, _"Thank you...Jeff."_

"_You know I'm here to talk to if you need it," _Joker offered, _"Just be prepared to put up with my jokes."_

"_And we both know how much your jokes mean to me," _Liara replied, sounding truly genuine.

* * *

><p>Well, that conversation was good, though Liara might say bittersweet was more like it, but at least she'd spoken what she wanted to say. That was the most emotional response that Joker had gotten out of the Asari archaeologist and information broker. She was always the more calm and collected.<p>

Next on his list was Kaidan, and their conversation was simple, because for the most part, everything was out on the table in terms of where they stood.

* * *

><p>"<em>Shepard seems really occupied lately," <em>Kaidan spoke, _"I'm not sure if I should ask her or not."_

"_What's stopping you?"_

"_I don't know. Call it a gut feeling, but this is something that's beyond me even. I know that Shepard's going through things that no one else is."_

"_Golden words right there," _Joker complimented, _"I'm thinking that maybe being a little bit pushy about this might help."_

"_With the way things are now," _Kaidan said, _"I'd rather not push my luck. Our friendship is all I've got left."_

"_Well, eventually, she's either going to tell us or someone's going to get it from her. I'd like to think she'd fess up, but who knows what she's thinking."_

"_You think it's worth pushing?"_

"_If it involves Commander Jane Shepard, it's worth knowing talking about," _Joker answered honestly, _"But maybe it'd be best if we could somehow show her that telling would be the best thing to do."_

"_You know, I'm beginning to think you've lost your rocker, Joker. Why the hell would I want to guilt-trip Shepard into talking?"_

"_I didn't say that, Major. Let me say it again in english. What I meant to say is that maybe we need to somehow indicate that it's for her own good and our own good."_

"_Subtlety isn't exactly my thing," _Kaidan sighed, _"I like to say things as they are."_

"_Maybe you don't know," _Joker agreed, _"But someone on this ship does."_

"_Who?"  
>"You notice the tension between the Arbiter and Shepard," <em>Joker asked.

"_Notice," _Kaidan seemed a bit confused.

"_Shepard's been spending a lot of time with the Arbiter lately," _the pilot reported, _"EDI's been telling me."_

"_And this helps us get Shepard to speak how?"_

"_Arby's been able to get Shepard to talk in ways that no one else has been able to get her to talk."_

"_So ask him then," _Kaidan deadpanned.

"_Unless you're scared," _Joker followed up, _"I mean that guy seriously is too tall for his own good."_

"_I think I can handle it," _Kaidan said annoyed, _"Now you've given me extra work to do. Thank you so much Joker."_

"_Just doing my job, Major."_

* * *

><p>Kaidan's attitude had more or less been the same moderator he was when he first joined Shepard's crew. It was good for him to be here. Even though he'd royally screwed up with Shepard, he knew better than to hold onto something that wasn't his anymore.<p>

Then there was James Vega, the overly-eager and confident marine, who shamelessly flirted with anyone, Shepard included.

* * *

><p>"<em>If you still want to get smashed by Reapers, I'd be happy to get you there LT. Or do you prefer to be turned into a husk? Or how about total molecular breakdown by red beam of death? Or maybe-"<em>

"_I'll pass this time," _James commented, _"I like telling death it can go suck one, but death doesn't play nice all the time."_

"_It played nice," _Joker laughed, _"Well maybe it let Shepard get back up, but since when did it ever start being nice?"_

"_Dead is overrated,"_ James dismissed, _"I've played dead lots of times. Didn't even break a sweat."_

"_Keep that attitude up," _the Normandy pilot continued, _"And you just might just end up dead with us."_

"_If you're trying to scare the fight out of me, broken bones, then you're not doing a good job at it."_

"_Ahem, who's the one keeping you alive in space and flying the ship?"_

"_What are you going to do? Ask EDI to evac the shuttle bay and blast me into space?"_

"_I am more than capable of doing such a thing, Lieutenant Vega, _EDI chimed in, _"Death in space is suppose to be a most painful way to extinguish life, and a very fun way to do it"_

"_..."_

"_That was a joke."_

"_Yeah," _James trailed off, _"I got it. Don't mess with the chick that can turn the ship against me. Gotta go."_

* * *

><p>Before Joker could comment further, James had cut the line. Maybe the guy wasn't as tough as his files said he was.<p>

Now that those were out of the way, Joker considered between which ancient he wanted to talk to, and EDI had summed them both up in as simplistic terms as she could.

"Guardian, or Undying-Light-of-Protection, the Forerunner is a far-sighted individual. If you talk with him, you will spend hours talking to him. I have already done so."

"Undying-Light-of-Protection," Joker snorted, "What the hell kind of name is that?

"The kind that he has," EDI simply said.

"Yeah, no shit," Joker shook his head, "What about the other one?"

"Javik the Prothean, he is prone to simplifying everything he says. He is not much of a conversationalist. He is rather bitter and hateful. He thinks we are all primitive and lacking."

"To talk to the thinker or to talk to the hater," Joker considered.

**A slightly longer-than-normal chapter. This is for character development if you guys didn't know. It's been awhile since I touched on Shepard and Arbiter interactions like this one.**
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**Normandy SR-2**

** Deviation to Grissom Academy**

** March 9 2186**

** 08:25 hours**

** Shepard P.O.V.**

Commander Jane Shepard had been informed by Specialist Samantha Traynor that there was trouble, and by trouble, she meant a false Turian signal that the commander was familiar with. It was the very same one that lured her to the Collector ship and nearly to her second death. It was the Illusive Man's doing, so no doubt that Cerberus was still using the trick. Shepard did really shake her head in amusement because the Illusive Man hadn't thought to update the signal or change it. Did he really thing that he could get away with attacking Grissom Academy without anyone noticing?

Granted, likely no one else but EDI really knew how to look at the signal regardless, so it was great reluctance that Shepard informed Wrex that they'd be delayed by maybe another day, and that didn't bode well with the leader of Clan Urdnot, but he didn't persist, because he knew that even he couldn't persuade Shepard otherwise. How wise Wrex had become in three years.

Mordin was also slightly happy because it gave him more time to prepare the genophage cure that he was working on. Apparently, he was close to a breakthrough and would soon be able to use it for the entire population of the Krogan. Shepard was wondering how in the galaxy was he going to spread this cure to all Krogan, because that just would take too much time, but he knew better than her, so she'd just trust that the old Salarian knew what he was doing.

Everyone else was more or less not really bothered by it, to which Shepard was grateful. The combat crew had been more or less on edge for the better part of the past few days. It seemed just like yesterday that the Reapers had invaded Earth, but it was much more than that. It would be months at least. There would be no smooth sailing in this war. Lives would be lost, and the Commander had been there to witness the lives already lost.

She was also relieved for a mission so she could test one of her two newest squad members. She had no doubt that Javik was a warrior but the Forerunner, Guardian was untested. He certainly might be able to help the war effort in terms of resources and intellect, but could he fight? That remained to be seen, but given the technology and his armor, which she doubted was merely for looks, he looked like he could be an asset on the battlefield. But still, better safe than sorry.

Before this change of plan, she was in her cabin and going through some reports that were being sent to Admiral Hackett. When she went by Traynor to check on Wrex and Mordin, she'd been quickly informed about the situation.

When she reached Engineering, she stepped out of the elevator quickly, then briskly walked into the starboard cargo room, where was rather surprised to see that Guardian was more or less busy. Shepard couldn't really be certain where he'd suddenly gotten the equipment that lay in the room, but she was instantly entranced by all of it.

At one corner of the room was what she recognized as a galaxy map, blinking and flashing constantly. To the corner next to the shuttle bay window, there was what appeared to be some sort of scanner technology, as apparent by a display nearby giving readouts of what appeared to be his armor.

In the corner adjacent from the door was a work bench, with many tools and instruments laying on the table as well as some parts.

The last interesting device was at the very center, where Guardian stood. He stood in the center of what appeared to be a swarm of holographic information. All around him were dots, like stars in the galaxy. When he touched one, the image enhanced to show a specific object or item. Shepard couldn't really place what he was looking at, nor was she given an opportunity to look.

It was only moments after her entry that Guardian immediately stopped what he was doing and turned to face her.

"Commander Shepard," he greeted, "Is there something you need?"

"Yeah," Shepard answered, "We've got a mission that I want you to come along on."

"I assume this is to test my combat skills," he guessed.

"You'd be right," Shepard said, "I'll fill you in once we get there. In the meantime, I'd like to know what all this is."

"This," Guardian gestured to the room, "Is part of my resources**.**"

"But you didn't come with anything at all," Shepard exclaimed, "How the hell did all of this get her? Not that I'm complaining, but unless you've got a means to shrink items and carry them with you, the I'd like to know how this got here."

"Now that will remain my secret," Guardian answered, "All I will tell you now is that the means to achieve this will be either our greatest advantage or our greatest downfall."

"Then why risk it," Shepard asked, "This is only small stuff."

"Exactly," Guardian explained, "Because these items are small, they are easily overlooked and more likely than not almost non-existent."

"I still really don't understand," Shepard shook her head, "What exactly are we talking about?"

"All good things in time," Guardian chuckled, "For someone with such knowledge and patience and wisdom, you do have a tendency to become impatient."

"For good reason," Shepard argued, "There's no time to be patient."

"The Reapers can afford to be," Guardian pointed out, "That is their strength. They are not bound by fear that we are. They simply exist to serve a directive. Because of this, and because they are almost always a threat that cannot be stopped by conventional means, people panic."

Shepard was about to throw an argument back, but then she bit her tongue and carefully thought about what he was saying.

The Reapers were bound by logic, cold and callous logic, but logic still. They carried no emotions or feelings or desires. So that meant they had a strength in that they feared no losses or setbacks. They simply would find a way to outsmart their opponents. They were good at that if their sheer force and brute strength didn't do the job right the first time. Organics suffered from emotions, feelings, and desires all of the time. That made them prone to doing rash and desperate things, which would lead to really stupid and idiotic actions.

But while these things were weaknesses in one respect, they were strengths in another respect. Shepard knew better than anyone that the will to fight and die to protect something other than oneself was one of the key factors in her continued ability to fight. Without it, she'd have surely given up long ago.

"But that's what separates them from us," Shepard responded, "What are we without emotions? We'd be no different than the Reapers."

"You do not have to speak to me about it," Guardian assured, "You are, what is the Human expression called? I believe it is 'you are preaching to the choir?'"

Shepard did a bit of a laugh.

"You can keep telling those words to the people fighting against the Reapers," Guardian continued, "The Reapers certainly will not be dissuaded."

"Maybe," Shepard breathed, "But we're getting off subject. Just be ready to deploy in...three hours."

"I will be ready in two hours and seventeen minutes," Guardian resumed to his work.

Staring at his work a few moments, then turning her back to return to the elevator, Shepard considered who else would join the mission. Everyone else was more or less occupied by something. In truth, Shepard knew that the combat team was a little worn from the mission to Eden Prime, except maybe the Arbiter.

Shepard wasn't really sure why the Arbiter was hesitant about a Forerunner. If they were the ancients in his galaxy, then shouldn't he be surprised or happy or even elated to see one? There had to be something else that she didn't know. It wasn't her Commander instincts telling her, but rather her own female intuition.

But maybe he needed a break. After all, he'd been more or less the one crew member that she'd been taking with her on most missions as of late. That wasn't really fair to the rest of the ground team.

So she turned to the opposite portside cargo bay door.

**Arbiter P.O.V.**

The Arbiter finally found the time to break away from his hiding place to explore the ship. He tried to play casual, or as much as one of his stature and his situation could. The Humans on this ship were still intimidated by him. He gave no indication of any sort of hostility, merely nodding at them and occasionally waving, familiar gestures that the Humans knew about.

He wanted to avoid Shepard for obvious reasons. Right now, he could say with certainty that he hated the predicament he was in. Yes, he did care about Shepard, and perhaps like the Spartan, she had earned the title of friend in his mind. And yes, he did admit that she had many noble qualities and was a good warrior. She may be no Spartan, but she was certainly no pushover either.

More and more, Thel could recall their conversations, each of them becoming more and more...personal. That was something he feared would happen. Shepard clearly wasn't about to give up until she knew everything about him. The Arbiter had no desire to learn her secrets, at least not before she started drilling him about his life. Now, he felt that maybe he would have to do the same. He never fought a battle without retaliating.

But how was he going to find out more about Shepard, or get a better idea about her? From what he'd observed, she was many things: a warrior, a diplomat, a charmer, just a few of the things one could describe about the Commander. But for all that the Arbiter had observed, he did notice that she was good at concealing certain things. The irony of the situation: Shepard being able to get information willingly almost all of the time, and her being all secretive.

So who should he ask?

If there was one being that might know more than anyone else, it was the one called Liara T'Soni, the Asari scientist and Shadow Broker, he believed that was what it was called. However, there was a problem with that as well. Liara was the very inquisitive type, a type that wanted to know many things. She displayed much interest in culture, and the Arbiter himself was a walking encyclopedia to a species she had never seen. What made him more cautious was the fact that Asari could meld with the minds of others, and that spelled trouble for Thel. If she caught even a small glimpse of his battles during the Human-Covenant War, then she would no doubt teach Shepard.

But better to talk to a calm and more serene doctor than with a highly-volatile and somewhat unsteady Turian. Although Thel was not there to witness it, he had heard rumors around the ship that the Turian known as Garrus Vakarian and Shepard had had some sort of intense argument. Thel didn't think much about it, but occasionally, the Sangheili would look to the Turian and see that look. The Arbiter interpreted it as a warning sign to those who pushed him. But that was not the reason why he did not go to Vakarian, no. It would merely be counterproductive. The Turian could not be counted on to keep civil. The Asari was the more viable option even if a more dangerous one.

With great reluctance, the Arbiter stepped into the room. He saw the same familiar sights as before, but his eyes were still drawn to the galaxy map displayed on multiple screens. He did not have to wait long when the Asari greeted him.

"Arbiter," she greeted, "Is there something I can do for you?"

"I wish to avoid Shepard," he bluntly stated.

"And why me of all people," Liara perked up, "There's Garrus, or James, or EDI, or even the Prothean Javik."

"That is only part of the truth," the Arbiter ignored her question, "I want to ask you about Shepard as well."

"What about her," Liara asked.

"I know that deep down," Thel explained, "She harbors many hidden things, some of them I already know, some I question, some I might not know."

"You want to know more about her," Liara concluded.

Thel said nothing, and he did not move, and his face remained neutral. Liara stopped what she was doing and stood in front of him, craning her head to look up at him. He simply waited for her to respond.

"I doubt there is any more I can-"

"Who is she really," the Arbiter interrupted, "Shepard puts on an image of the Commander who will save everyone, but I find through all of her heroics deeds, there is something she is trying to make up for."

The Arbiter crossed his arms and waited. The Asari was obviously contemplating what he wanted to know. So his gamble had proven to be potentially fruitful: Liara did indeed know something about Shepard that the commander did not want anyone else to know about. The doubt was there, but that was not enough to coax the information out of her. Thel once again resorted to another observation.

"She saves these lives when few others have the courage to do so, or even the desire to do so. As much as I admire that personality, I notice she does so without regard for her own life. That indicates to me that perhaps there was something that went on in the past which makes her feel bound to save everyone."

Another agonizing pause ensued. The Asari now looked positively conflicted about telling something she knew. But still, Liara still could not find the words to say what that situation demanded. Another thought came to him and he decided that maybe this one might do what he needed.

"Why does Shepard make it her business to know everyone else's life? Why isit in her interest to know about her crew? She claims it is as a friend she has to know, and perhaps that is so, but what other reason is there?"

Although the Arbiter was far from demanding or aggressive when asking these questions, the questions themselves were likely being exactly that, but the Arbiter would not be dissuaded. Although Shepard was an honest person, and it was apparent in her speech, in her actions, and in her eyes, Thel knew when there was another reason. Maybe it was no maliciousreason, but there was a reason, and he wanted to know what it was.

Thel stared down at Liara, who seemed to have regained her composure, losing any sign of hesitance, and fully faced him, her face maintaining the calm it usually had.

"What makes you think Shepard hides another reason," Liara asked, "She's the most honest person I've ever known, and honesty is a dangerous thing in this galaxy, but she makes it work."

"It is merely observation," he stated, "It is my opinion based on what I have seen of her that she seems to want to save everyone for a reason that is there but is not spoken of."

"And what makes you think I know this supposed secret," Liara asked.

"You are one of her closest friends," the Arbiter reasoned, "It is a mere observation, but if it is wrong, then I will take it all back."

"You seem like you want leverage," Liara shot back, "Do you have something to hide?"

"Everyone has something to hide," Thel narrowed his eyes, "Everyone does. Anyone who says otherwise is lying."

Thel waited some more. He could do so for as long as he needed. If she would not tell him now, then he would find another way. He always found a way to achieve what he wanted.

**Liara P.O.V.**

Liara T'Soni bit her lips some more as she carefully thought about this.

She recalled her promise to help Shepard retrieve information regarding the Arbiter because the commander thought that she might not be able to get that sort of information out of the alien.

But just as she wanted answer, he did as well, and he was not afraid to be blunt about it. Liara did admit that at times, she did want not to be so blunt and direct because to her, it seemed improper and somewhat rude. Since becoming the Shadow Broker, she'd begun to let go of some of her naivety. It wasn't that she wanted to let them go, but Liara had to out of necessity to keep herself alive.

Why should she be so concerned? Well the Asari wouldn't be if she knew what she was dealing with. Alas that was not the case with the Arbiter. She didn't know much about him to begin with. Shepard told bits and pieces and yes he'd done a little talking about his people, but she didn't really know who he was as a person. Liara could make a few accurate educated guesses, but she'd like to think there's more to him.

Mustering whatever courage she had, Liara spoke up, keeping her composure as she did it.

"It just so happens that Shepard has taken an interest in you as well. She wants to get to know you, Arbiter."

"You propose a bargain then," he replied almost immediately, "What does Shepard want?"

"Well whatever she can get," Liara said, "She's not asking to pour your heart, simply something more that she can form a better understanding about."

"How do you wish for me to give this info," he narrowed his orange eyes at her.

"Well…"Liara stuttered.

"Do not tell me," Arbiter held his hand up, "I already know, and I will not."

"If you don't want to share something," Liara explained, "Then you don't have to. A meld isn't strictly a free pass to a person's every thought, memory, or idea."

"And I still will not," the Arbiter remained firm, "That is the bottom line."

"Then I'm not at liberty to tell anything about Shepard," Liara stated, "I'm offering you info, and all I ask is something you are willing to share."

Liara crossed her arms. Now it was his turn to contemplate what she had told him. If Liara's instincts were correct, then he would either try one again to maneuver around her logic, or concede, though the Asari didn't doubt that he was going to put up a fight.

"I am curious, not desperate," the Arbiter shook his head, "If I do not find out now, I will sooner or later, with or without your help, Asari."

"Don't call me that," Liara snapped, "And don't act like you are entitled to everything. You may have been important in your galaxy, but here, you are nobody."

That got the Arbiter to step forward right into Liara's body. When she instinctively tried to take a few steps back, he unceremoniously grabbed her with both hands, her arms stuck at her sides, and she was lifted off the ground easily. She now found herself face-to-face with the orange eyes. They threatened her to repeat her words.

The Asari only swallowed, not daring to move or even indicate the fear that she was sensing.

"I am the Arbiter of the Sangheili," he growled, "I have had to care for nothing but my people. I was not give the title of Arbiter out of my own desire or because I earned the right. I was given the title because there was no choice."

His grip was firm, but Liara had no doubt in her mind that she'd never escape with her own physical strength. Her blue eyes continued to watch him.

"Do you know the pain of being ridiculed in front of many because of a failed task? Do you know the pain of being betrayed? Do you know the pain of protecting billions of souls from death? Do you know the feeling of losing purpose?"

His face moved closer to touch hers. Liara could now feel the cold metal of his armored head. It was so cool, and yet that cool also felt like something else.

Something very dark.

"Do not dare tell me that I am nobody. Mind your tongue Liara T'Soni, for you speak of subjects that you yourself have yet to fully understand inside and outside."

Without so much as a warning, the Arbiter then suddenly dropped the Asari and Liara collapsed to the ground hard, She took a moment to make sure she was alright before getting up unsteadily. By the time she'd gotten up and refocused back on what she was doing, she turned to see that the Arbiter was gone, and her door was closed. She was amazed that she didn't even hear him leave. He must've used his cloak to escape, but with his bulk, the Asari would think that he would be more obvious.

_He would make for a good assassin, _Liara mulled, _A very good assassin._

She let out an explosive sigh. So much for that.

"EDI," Liara called.

"Yes Liara," the AI asked, "Do you need something?"

"You did see that," Liara asked,

"I did," EDI answered, "I did not intervene because I did not feel it necessary."

"What," Liara did a double take.

"The Arbiter, as I have observed is not a truly hateful individual. If anything, he will not hurt anything save for the Reapers. But you are correct to assume that he does have secrets, as all organics do. The fact that he is going to great lengths to not speak of them indicates something that may very well be dangerous or very sensitive for him."

"But why hide it," Liara inquired, "Wouldn't it be better to speak truth."

"If you believe it or not, the Arbiter has a high level of respect for skilled people. Shepard is the only one that he has begun to connect to on a more personal basis."

"And that scares him," Liara realized, "He wants to stay ahead of Shepard. But why?"

"As you have stated, fear may drive him, but the purpose of the fear has yet to be determined."

This was just positively too much to be talking about and remembering. Liara quickly reached to her console and began to write a note log. Goddess knew that she had thousands of notes she had taken down in her time as the Shadow Broker. And here was another one to get lost with the others. She hoped that she would remember to send this to Shepard's extranet address.

Perhaps Shepard would want to see this.

"Has Shepard left the ship yet," Liara called to EDI,

"Shepard will leave soon to deploy to Grissom Academy," EDI spoke, "She is already preparing to leave for the mission."

_Then later, _Liara said, _In the meantime, I'll stay clear of the Arbiter. Perhaps this is for the best._

Feeling just a bit tired, Liara grabbed one of her datapads and sat down on her bed, taking the time to kick off her boots and lay down. Her mind was still in a flurry with everything she was doing. Helping Shepard, being the Shadow Broker, dealing with the Arbiter, learning about the Forerunners and Protheans. there was so much to be done.

_And barely enough time in which to do all of these things, _she thought, _Of course I find the most major discovery perhaps in all of Citadel history and it's right when we're about to all die._

Deciding that now was the time to take a break, Liara took a moment before stretching and settling down, her head hitting the pillow. The instant her body was comfortable, she descended into a very deep sleep, a sleep that she hadn't had in a very long time.

**I'm not going to lie: this chapter was a bit of a pain to write. I guess that means that it's time for me to take a step back and actually make sure that I've got all my details lined up the way I want it. This could also mean break time for the story. That's not what some of you want to hear, but I think you guys want a fantastic chapter that took time rather than a horrible chapter with no substance that I pumped out in record time.**

** In any case, it's time to put Javik and Guardian through their first mission. And I hope to keep this mission into five chapters at most. Grissom Academy is cool, but you guys want to move forward in the story, I imagine.**

** If you loved this chapter, leave it in a review. If you hated this chapter, tell me why. If you want to offer ideas or critique, do so. All reviews are read, and whether you guys realize it or not, your ideas can have a way of changing the story. To what extent, I can't tell, because that's telling.**

** A special thanks to TheEnglishWriter for beta-reading this chapter. I appreciate the help immensely.**

** I hope you guys enjoyed the chapter, and remember, we could never learn to be brave and patient if there were only joy in the world.**

** Peace out!**
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Chapter 38: Against All Odds

**Earth, Sol System**

** Local Cluster**

** March 9, 2186**

** 09:29 Hours**

** David Anderson P.O.V.**

Admiral David Anderson had gotten six hours of sleep, an amazing feat considering the fact that the Reapers didn't need rest, food, or water like they did. Most of the time, if he or his rag tag group got even three hours of sleep that would be a good day. So six was a blessing from whatever Gods above had blessed them.

David Anderson wasn't a religious sort of person. He was always adamant about the supernatural. Maybe it was because of what he did for a living. Seeing aliens, things that supposedly weren't real to some, had changed his outlook on life. Years of interaction with aliens and their cultures had taught him that Gods were simply something to believe in.

That changed in the past three years.

David now believed that Gods didn't have to come in the form of supernatural or surreal forms. Gods were simply things that were powerful beyond reason. They could dominate others and do so easily.

And Anderson was witnessing the Gods of Death in the Reapers themselves.

Anderson's memories turned back to the First Contact War with the Turians. That war seemed like hell itself when compared to everything else in his career. But the Reapers, they were unlike anything he'd ever seen. They were not only massive in size, but in intelligence and technologically, and in numbers. They made the war with the Turians look like a paintball gun battle. The Reapers were proving to practically render many normally-effective tactics obsolete. Casualties only added to the Reapers numbers. That was a fearful thing indeed; the deaths of Human comrades only serving to strengthen the Reapers.

But Anderson hadn't lost all hope yet. For all of their power and size and intelligence and numbers, the Reapers weren't infallible. The Battle of the Citadel reminded him that the Reapers were not truly immortal as Gods were perceived to be, but merely playing God. They were not invincible and they could be outsmarted. Shepard had mentioned in her reports concerning the Reapers that the sentient machines were extremely arrogant and certain that victory was inevitable for them. In his own experience, Anderson knew that arrogance was a nasty thing indeed, because sooner or later, it would bite the user where it hurt the most.

Anderson had also been told by Admiral Hackett that Shepard had recently acquired several potential game changers, things that may or may not be able to tip the balance of power and give the Reapers a real run for their money. Hackett wasn't able to explain because moments later, the channel cut out and wouldn't return. Still, that instantly perked up the admiral's attention. He could only imagine what the commander had found. Certainly if what she found could win this war, then they were very dangerous things indeed.

These were Admiral David Anderson's thoughts as he rallied what he had for soldiers at this time. At best, this was ragtag platoon. Although he was their leader for the most part, he still held an Avengers assault rifle and fought with them. Anderson hadn't been in a real battle for some time, but once he felt the grip of a weapon, his old training began to get into gear. Most days, they could expect some kind of fighting. Whether it be sharpshooting Reaper ground forces, or using omni-blades and fists, it wasn't always certain. If the group camped anywhere, several soldiers would be placed on guard duty at all times.

For now, Anderson's soldiers were sticking to the outskirts of Vancouver. The city itself was ripe for harvesting, and all civilians and soldiers were advised to steer clear of the zone less they want to end up as a mindless husk.

_And to think, _Anderson mulled, _Mere days ago, everything was perfectly normal._

"Sir," a voice behind him sounded, "We're ready to move out."

Anderson turned to face his current XO, Captain Skylar Maxwell. The man was rock-steady regardless of the situation, and he had to hand the man credit for fighting as stoic as ever.

"Have we received any new transmission," Anderson questioned, "Any news from other cities?"

"We're hearing news from all over," the captain reported, "All major cities in North America from coast to coast has suffered a Reaper attack. The industrial and advanced cities are being hit really hard."

"Any news regarding the Alliance's status," Anderson questioned.

"Alliance Command, or what's left of it is simply gathering major pocket resistance. The plan is to simply stay out of the Reaper's way, gather evidence wherever possible, stay on alert from outside help. God knows we need it now."

"That we do captain," Anderson agreed, "I'll be out shortly. I'll see if communications have come back."

"We'll be waiting," the captain replied, then left the room.

Without missing a heartbeat, Anderson began to tap into the communication device. Shepard hadn't been in contact with Anderson personally, and he could understand; she was busy beyond reasonable means. She was the savior of the galaxy no doubt, running from species to species asking for their assistance. Sometimes the admiral wondered how she did it. From what Hackett had told him, Shepard was going to all corners of the galaxy meeting demands and requests before being promised aid for Earth.

The room began to fill up with the holographic light as Admiral Hackett came into view, his arms behind his back. He looked focused and determined as always, but Anderson knew that the stoic look betrayed many emotions.

"Admiral Anderson," Hackett nodded.

"Admiral Hackett," Anderson mimicked the man's move, "You were talking about Shepard before the com cut out?"

"Yes, Shepard had found me something incredible, something that could change the tide of battle. She found an ancient alien whose technology and design is completely outside of the Reaper's technology or design. She just sent me several reports concerning the alien."

"Technology outside of the Reapers' technology," Anderson perked up at that, "What kind of technology."

"According to the reports," Hackett elaborated, "The alien is called a Forerunner, and the technology he possesses is not element zero-based, and that it rivals the Reapers, and possible outstrips the Reapers."

"What kind of support can this alien provide," Anderson questioned further, "What can we count on?"

"We don't really know yet," Hackett grimaced a bit, "The Forerunner isn't keen on giving specifics, says that now's not the time, not when the Reapers could find out too soon. Shepard seems to trust the alien, so I'm going to give the benefit of a doubt."

"What about the device Shepard sent you," Anderson changed subjects, "What does it do?"

"It's Prothean mostly," Hackett reported, "But it's also got some symbols and text that even we can't decipher. It looks like the design was augmented by an unknown party. I wasn't really sure what to say about it, but then I thought about it: the Forerunner alien comes into play just after we uncover the device. And given that the technology and likely language are different, I believe that the Forerunner has also augmented the device."

"So we might actually be able to know what it does," Anderson concluded.

"Exactly," Hackett affirmed, "However, Shepard is currently deployed the Grissom Academy. Cerberus is hitting the school, trying to abduct children, likely for indoctrination."

"Dammit," Anderson cursed, "Children?! Cerberus really stoops that low?"

"Cerberus has become ruthless," Hackett sighed, "All the more reason to stop them before they cause irreversible damage."

"Agreed, I'll try to contact Shepard once I receive the all-clear from her."

"That will be all, Anderson?"

"That will be all. Anderson out."

"Roger that. Hackett out."

The comm immediately cut out and Anderson grabbed the rifle that was laying against the wall. It was going to be a long day of fighting and surviving. But they would all hold out hope that Shepard would return and with the cavalry.

Every day that went by, the hope was slowly dwindling, but the will to survive drove people to do things that they would've never done before.

* * *

><p><strong>The Shadow of Intent<strong>

**Earth, Sol System**

** December 30 2552**

** 12:00 Hours**

** Rtas Vadum**

"There has been no sign of the _Forward Unto Dawn_," the supreme commander stated, "It has been several days since the destruction of the Ark. I am sorry to report this Fleetmaster Hood."

"We've all lost something," the hologram of Hood spoke, "The Master Chief and the Arbiter were true heroes to us all."

"Of that there is no doubt at all," Vadum agreed.

Rtas Vadum had taken the past few days to reflect greatly upon the Great War of twenty-seven years. It had been a thoroughly brutal, bloody, and vast war. Billions of lives lost to both sides. Despite popular belief, the Covenant Loyalists and Covenant Separatists had suffered severe casualties and severe ship losses, as much as the Humans and perhaps even more. For such a 'primitive' race, they knew how to fight with what they had.

If Rtas was being fully honest with himself, he was swimming in a mix of emotions: anger, betrayal, doubt, confusion, questioning, just a few things he felt. It seemed that this war was for naught. Nothing was gained and much was lost. Was it worth it, he wondered often. Billions of lives lost, and for what end? To satisfy the power-hungry traitorous San'Shyuum? To honor the so called "gods" who were not truly deities, but mortal like all of them? To reach the unreal godhood promised to them?

Truly, the Sangheili had lost much. Their honor, their independence, their dignity, their spirit, their purpose, everything ripped away so forcefully. Rtas tried to think back his history learnings. The Sangheili had fought a war against the San'Shyuum. In the end, they both formed the Covenant. The San'Shyuum would provide the knowledge and power and technology of the Forerunners while the Sangheili would provide for the military might. It had started out as a mutually beneficial relationship, but then it turned into complete and utter servitude. What went wrong?

Was it simply the Sangheili's honor being manipulated. Did the San'Shyuum intentionally incorporate races merely to further their own power? Were the treacherous snakes planning this for centuries? If so, why could no one see it?

Shaking his mind from these pointless reminiscences, he resumed his conversation with Lord Hood, an honorable Human, one that the Supreme Commander had great respect towards.

"Shall we commemorate a memorial service to all of our fallen," Rtas suggested, "It would be a shame to continue on with rebuilding and not acknowledge the fallen."

"We could do a service here on Earth," Hood replied, "Though I am uncertain as to how people will respond to the Sangheili being part of the service."

"I too am concerned Fleetmaster," Rtas nodded, "My brothers still are weary of this alliance, but because the Arbiter was one of my friends, I will honor his memory. I shall return to Sanghelios and push for an alliance with Humanity. We have all been wronged. It is time to make things right. The location and time for the ceremony can be decided at a more appropriate time."

The Human nodded his head once.

"What of the Prophets," Hood asked, "What's become of them?"

"As far as we can see, they have fled back to their home planet," Rtas responded, "They will not be welcomed by any now that the Covenant Loyalists are broken and scattered."

"How many do they number?"

"The prophets were going extinct even before the events of the Great Schism. I doubt they number many. They can rot into oblivion. They matter not. What I am more concerned about is the Jiralhanae."

"Aren't they disorganized without the Prophets guiding them," Hood inquired, "They don't strike me as the most intelligent of life."

"You are correct to assume such," Rtas agreed, "But I recall a Human saying: a cornered animal is the most dangerous. The Jiralhanae could respond as such. We must tread lightly with them. The best approach to this problem is to isolate their population. As long as they do not have the proper guidance, their danger decreases."

"Should we isolate them to their home planet," Hood suggested, "What was it called, Doisac?"

"That is perhaps the only choice we have," Rtas said, "As much as I despise them, I know the Arbiter wouldn't condone their extinction either. They may yet evolve with time to be a more responsible race. I am skeptical, but I will honor what he would do."

"What is the status of the remaining Covenant Separatist forces?"

"We're maintaining, though it will take time to rebuild what we once had. We will need to learn to be more independent and more cooperative with the races that are willing. We will see."

"Was there anything else," Hood asked.

"That will be all Fleetmaster," Rtas acknowledged, "Until next time."

The transmission cut out, leaving Rtas to himself for the moment. It was going to a delicate time for the next few months. No doubt the people of Sangheili would not approve so easily of the alliance. In fact, Rtas was counting on groups still loyal to the Covenant Loyalist ideals. There could be civil war, and that wasn't something that the Sangheili could afford now, not with so many now dead or injured.

Sitting back in his hair, with his head in his hand, and sighing explosively to himself, he wanted to, for one moment, forget about everything. If only he could forget that he had these problems now. Rtas wasn't suited for this task, not like Thel 'Vadam was. He was no diplomat: he was a warrior and commander for his entire life. Now he was taking the Arbiter's place as the leader of the Covenant Separatists.

If he was being honest with himself, he was frightened, more than he had ever been in the past. This position that he'd been placed in, it was completely uncharted territory for Rtas 'Vadum. So why had he taken on the role? For one thing, he was Thel's unofficial second-in-command. Secondly, the Arbiter's council looked to him for answers, something that he had not anticipated nor expected. Third, he inspired not only loyalty and obedience, but trust. All troops under his command came to respect him. He expected much, but in turn, he wanted to know that as many soldiers would return home to their families as he could make possible. Minimal casualties and maximum results were what he wanted, and a vast majority of the time, he succeeded.

It had only been mere days since the Battle of the Ark. The installation was impressive to be sure, but it was also dangerous. Rtas went into the battle, not expecting to return alive. He had addressed this to his troops, worried that they would lose faith in him, but they continued to follow his example. They felt that as long as they were on the right side, their sacrifice was that so Sanghelios could yet live. And for that Rtas was eternally grateful to his troops.

It had been a most glorious battle indeed. Humans and Sangheili fought as one against their common enemies for the first time. Twenty-seven years of war could not possible erase the obvious animosity that both sides felt. And yet they rallied together as comrades in arms when it counted the most. So maybe things were looking brighter than Rtas thought. The Supreme Commander knew that the Thel 'Vadam would want to make peace with the Humans, even become allied with them. Rtas was inclined to agree. They had proved themselves honorable and worthy in battle, but also trustworthy.

"Supreme Commander," a voice called out.

Rtas turned his head to see his second-in-command, Menaro 'Xelarix. Making sure to turn fully and give his undivided attention, 'Vadum crossed his arms behind his back.

"What is it," he asked calmly.

"The ships sent out to search for the Arbiter and the Spartan report nothing," the officer said, "Your orders?"

"Keep searching," Rtas said immediately, "Our heroes are still out there. We will find them somehow."

"How much faith do you place in their survival, if I may ask," 'Xelarix asked.

"Much," Rtas 'Vadum stated simply.

* * *

><p><strong>Grissom Academy<strong>

** Petra Nebula**

** March 9, 2186**

** 10:21 Hours**

"Damn these bastards," she cursed out loud, "They all just signed their death warrants, and I'm going to see that they're dealt a brutal death."

If it was anywhere else, the heavily-tattooed woman might've cused like there was no tomorrow, but alas it was not so. She had more important things to attend to, such as protecting her kids. Of course, they weren't her kids in blood, but they might as well be. They meant more than the galaxy to her at times. She didn't really know how it was that she got this way, but despite the dread of anything happening to them, the Psychotic Biotic, or Jack, as she was known by everyone, felt a sense of happiness calling them her kids. It was good to know that they'd grow up better than she ever would.

But despite the good life she was living now, it couldn't have lasted. Shepard had warned everyone that the fight was far from over. Before leaving the Normandy, the old Jack was eager for that fight. The Reapers, the ultimate enemy that was supposedly unbeatable by all accounts, save for Shepard. But after receiving the offer from the Alliance to tutor biotic students, and after five months of being a instructor, she'd changed her outlook entirely. Now instead of being eager for a fight, deep down, Jack was scared for it. It wasn't her own safety that concerned her, but her kids. They weren't really trained fully, not like Shepard was. They'd need another few months, maybe years of training not to mention another few years of actual combat experience to go with it.

For the most part, the students responded surprisingly well to Jack, being able to associate themselves with a less-than formal teacher. Jack on the other hand could appreciate the youth still having some life left in them. Not that the older weren't any fun, but they weren't fun enough. Kids were exactly what Jack needed to keep a good health spirit. At first, Jack was hesitant. She didn't know anything about kids, regardless of infant, childhood, or teenager. That's when she thought of Shepard, the kind and noble soul. That fiery-haired women was a maelstrom of destruction on the battlefield, untouchable, unrelenting, and without hesitation. Yet when it came down to her crew, she'd sacrifice her own life to see them safe. Jack wouldn't ever admit it, but Shepard was right about one thing: caring about others was rewarding, in more ways than one.

And right now, she was angry as hell. Cerberus of all things had come to Grissom Academy of all places. Most likely to take the students and do god knows what with them. She didn't want to think about it. She'd experienced personally what those heartless assholes could do. She wasn't about to let them kidnap more innocents kids to fight their battles. She'd die a thousand times and burn in hell before that happened.

But despite staying behind to help and defend her students and others that remained, Kahlee Sanders had sent out an SOS, and for once, Jack was inclined to receive the help without her pride getting in the way. There were lives at stake. Her pride wasn't worth her kids, never in a million years.

_Damn you Shepard, _Jack thought, _I love you for making me care, and I hate you for making me care. But...I wouldn't trade it for the galaxy._

Maybe once they got out, she'd send a personal Extranet message to Shepard, maybe even get the commander a round of drinks to show appreciation, but for now, it was time to bloody Cerberus grunts like there was no tomorrow.

The attack was sudden abrupt, and for some odd reason, no one was coming to help. If Jack had to guess, Cerberus was sending out a signal, the kind that said 'it's all clear so don't bother wasting your time because you've got more important things to do.' It was a sound tactic, but also a very low and cowardly tactic as well in her mind.

So for the better part of half a day, the entire school was swarming with Cerberus troopers. Although there weren't many students left, that didn't negate the importance of these students, the best that the Alliance had to offer. Cerberus would put their talents to waste likely as grunts for combat or indoctrinate them, or some shit like that. Jack didn't understand all of this Reaper crap. Shepard was the expert on that, not her.

So it was with great relief that Jack accepted the break for a moment. Jack's biotic endurance was advanced, but even she needed breaks after all of those powerhouse biotic shockwaves, pulls, novas, warps, charges, and sustained barriers. The students had to pool barrier energy in order to get her out of a sticky situation. She wanted to scold the hell out of them for trying to save her, but she was also proud that the kids still had balls enough.

But that still wouldn't stop her from chewing them out now.

"You guys should've left me be," Jack gritted, "I would've gotten outta there easy."

"With all due respect ma'am," Prangley, "That didn't look like something you just get out of easy."

"Besides," Rodrigues chimed in, "No one gets left behind, especially you ma'am."

Truly, it was heartwarming to know that her kids had a soft spot for her, and Jack couldn't ask for more than this. Validation of existence was something that she craved for all of her life, to be called Jack and not Subject Zero.

"None of you should be risking your lives for me," Jack sat on a crate, "But thanks for saving my ass."

She turned to another of the students.

"Briggs," she called out, "Any word from Sanders?"

"Can't really be sure," he shrugged, "Comms are almost zilch. I was able to make out something about help on the way, but then it cut out."

"That help better get her damn fast," Jack sighed explosively, "We're getting boxed in. Someone's going to get a serious injury. Speaking of hurt, anyone hurt?"

Everyone seemed more or less okay, with only a few scrapes, bruises, and minor bleeding. It was amazing that everyone was even still alive at this point, but Jack wasn't going to complain. If there was a god, or deity out there, she would give them a big kiss later.

"Okay," Jack got her mind into gear, "Five minutes to catch our breath, then we're pushing back into the main hall. You know what to do. Prangley and Rodrigues, you two keep barriers up. Hughes and Smith, you two lay down some throws and pulls, give me a shot at taking them out. Briggs' keep your omni-tool open. Sanders's still out there."

They all nodded at her instructions, and all of them were watching with careful eyes. They weren't really safe here. They just had a 'head start' against Cerberus, so a few minutes and they'd have to keep moving.

The sound of an explosion sounded from where they'd just came from. Jack and the students immediately rose to their feet.

"To Orion Hall," Jack exclaimed, "Double time it, people!"

They didn't even bother to acknowledge the word, only following them. With Rodrigues up front and Prangley at the rear, barriers up and ready to intercept enemy fire and explosives, they all kept together. Jack was also throwing down her own barrier; it wasn't at full strength, just a light one that would alert her to gunfire.

The sound of approaching footsteps in synch and from behind alerted the students to start laying down some biotic traps. Several singularities were throw as well as some pulls. Almost immediately, the first Cerberus troop stupid enough to enter the trap was immediately suspended in the air. Jack followed up with a warp, effectively destroying the armor with the following biotic detonation.

"Come on," Jack called out, "We have to hold out as long as we can at Orion Hall. We're gettin' outta this one."
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**Grissom Academy**

** Petra Nebula**

** March 9, 2186**

** 10:21 Hours**

James Vega was fully decked out in his gear, helmet included along with his new stylish N7 Typhoon. For any normal soldier, it might be a bitch to carry around for a long time, but luckily for James, he lifted weights and did chin-ups and kept his boy in prime physical condition, so he wasn't the least phased to carry this beast of a gun which would tear Cerberus a new one.

And he was also fortunate that Shepard had given him a shotgun, the M-300 Claymore Shotgun. How she got it, James wanted to know. Apparently, the Alliance saw fit to stock the Normandy with weapons suited for versatile use from anyone. So she gave the weapon to James. The lieutenant didn't mind the weapon, but still he had to maintain caution while using it. Although he was strong enough to use it, it was still one mean gun to carry. The kickback would normally shatter his arm, but this was a modified version. It retained its power while still using devastating force.

But for all of his firepower and physical conditioning as well as years of skills on and off the battlefield, the one thing he couldn't comprehend was what in the galaxy he was doing now. Well, he sort of did.

Shepard had called James to the mission to Grissom. Apparently, the mission was already difficult because Cerberus had a tight lockdown on the station not to mention that a Cerberus dreadnought was preventing anyone from leaving. So Shepard sent him and their very odd yet surprisingly polite new alien warrior, Guardian.

James was leading, and Guardian was following his lead. The relationship, if there even was one, was at least workable. Not to mention the fact that this guy stood taller than even himself. His armor was also very intimidating, and while he didn't see any immediately weapons, James knew better than to say this guy was without a means to fight. He'd seen the power of this guy when he was first released on Eden Prime. James was having no difficulty believing he was intimidating and powerful and helpful all at once.

But Shepard was adamant about physical proof, so she ordered James to keep his helmet camera on at all times. He would record sound and video and report to Shepard when the mission was done. James had no doubt that he could fight; how, he'd find out soon.

And that soon was about now. Shepard and her Prothean find were going in a different way. James and Guardian were tasked to follow up on some ambush routes in order to put the Cerberus force in a chokehold. They were light and nimble enough to move fast, strike with lethal force, and continue forward.

"Vega to Shepard," James sounded, "We're heading up from the upper levels. What about you two?"

"_We're a little bit cornered," _Shepard replied back.

James became aware of what sounded like a biotic attack followed by screams. That had to be a good thing, because Shepard was biotic, and so far, none of Cerberus had shown biotic abilities.

"_Never mind," _Shepard said, "_Javik just laid down some throws. We'll see you at the rendezvous point."_

Before the comm cut out, James could heard Shepard letting out a cry, then the channel went silent. The lieutenant let his hand fall to his side before giving the Forerunner a look of confirmation

"They are okay," Guardian asked. "I have confidence in their abilities."

"Yeah," James replied absentmindedly, "We should get moving."

It was just then that gunfire took over the rather cramped hallway they were in, forcing the two to take to separate cover, but still within visual range of one another. James was able to stand in his cover, but Guardian had to hunch down due to his physical height and size.

"You need a weapon," James called out, "I could lend you one."

"That will not be necessary," Guardian responds loudly. "I have weapons."

Before James can question the seemingly-stupid response, James see something flash into Guardian's hands. Then the Forerunner pops from his cover and begins to return fire. The gun seemed to be a sort of DMR or something of the accurate rifle nature. He heard a burst of weapon fire followed by a grunt of pain.

_Holy shit, _James thought, _He can make weapons appear like that? I want to do that_

Getting his head back in the game, James turned from his cover to pop the head off of another Cerberus grunt too caught up firing upon Guardian to notice him. Grabbing a grenade from one of his pouches, he gave a casual toss watched the grenade arc towards the enemy. The sound of an explosion followed by some screams followed. James then quickly moved up, stowing his Typhoon and bringing the Claymore to bare on a shielded Cerberus trooper.

The single shot completely bypassed the barriers and tore a gaping hole into the target's chest. He then brought his omni-blade up in time to catch the end of a stun baton meant for his head. With the two weapons scraping together, James used the butt end of his shotgun to smash into the trooper. With the momentary distraction, he impaled the orange blade into the throat.

A centurion raised a weapon to open fire, but was instantly frozen in place. Puzzled for a moment, he turned to see Guardian firing a few rounds into the unmoving target before the trooper collapsed to the ground. The taller fighter then turned to casually swipe against another trooper, causing the enemy to fly into the wall, causing a loud banging of metal against metal. A precision shot to the head silenced the downed trooper.

Then it was quiet, the atmosphere filled with the sight of recently-discharged gun and the smell of death. James surveyed his surroundings. That wasn't hard at all. If anything he went from no doubt to zero chance of ever changing his mind. If things went as well as it did now, Guardian must just get into his good books. He might even offer the alien a drink when they got to a bar. Or maybe the Normandy had something in its own bar.

James kept his gun held loosely in his hand. Guardian did the same, turning his armored head to meet his own helmeted head.

"Unfortunate that they have been indoctrinated by the abominations," a synthetic sigh sounded, "They were perfectly ordinary people."

It took the lieutenant only moments to realize that abominations meant the Reapers. And he had to agree: those bastard things were abominations. James had remembered Shepard briefing them on who the Cerberus troops really were. And it made him sick that the Illusive Man would be so willing to sacrifice his own in order to achieve his goals. He was no savior of Humanity. More like its conqueror if he got his way.

And at times like these, it just reminded him of the Collectors. His mission of Fehl Prime, his squadmates…

"We'll give'em a good word later," James commented, "Mission first."

"Agreed," his companion said, "Remain close. There will be ambushes in each room. It seems they are expecting resistance."

"How do you know that," James inquired.

"I have tapped into their communications channels," Guardian shrugged, "A rather simple task."

"Right," James affirmed, "That doesn't surprise me really. Should've guessed that."

The black-armored green-glowing ally tilted his head in mind curiosity. It was like looking at a little child, and that somehow was not weird, or awkward.

"Do not diminish your intelligence," Guardian responded, "Have faith in your abilities. Do not compare yourself to me. You have strengths, I have strengths."

That wasn't what the lieutenant wasn't expecting, and it wasn't really a good time for moral lessons. Besides, James already knew what he was good at.

**Guardian P.O.V.**

This James Human, he seemed to think himself incapable of understanding when he mentioned hacking into enemy communications. He did not wish for his partner to to less of himself. It was merely a skill he had learned. In fact, Guardian had over 50,000 years to learn new things. A long time indeed, and given that Forerunners were immortal with their armor, he would learn a great deal more. Human lives, he remembered were measured in decades, a grain of sand in a vast beach, so there was no comparison.

But what Humans lacked in time they made up with in determination. There was a reason why Humanity was chosen to inherit the mantle. In truth, despite their shortcomings, they had proved to be worthy in more ways than one.

But here? Where they as worthy? That he would have to reserve judgement for.

Both combatants took to a brisk still careful run through the facility. Mass Effect technology was abundantly clear in this space station. His sensors in his suit detected the substance that had apparently been dubbed Element Zero. He had done this by hacking into what remained of the Cerberus networks on the world designated Eden Prime. Guardian could have easily done the same for the _SSV Normandy SR-2_, but seeing as he needed friends in this galaxy of life, he required trust.

Of course underhanded and morally unjust methods was never Guardian's nature. Guardian was the most honest and most straightforward person one might ever meet. This was why politics never appealed to him. A game of lies and deceit and insulting for no reason other than to further oneself was not him. Guardian's words were truthful, not always the answer that people wished for, but nothing deceitful.

A warrior was only a part of who he was. He was also a protector, and more recently a knowledge and secret-keeper. Although he strictly wanted to keep all of his available resources out of Human reach, it was not without good reason. As far as he could tell from the species that he scanned, none of them possessed the kind of evolution that the Forerunner of the machines possessed. None were immortal and all were susceptible to the machine's indoctrination.

Even Guardian was susceptible to the machine influence, although he was better trained to deal with it. Before his assignment to this galaxy, his brothers and sisters made certain that his mental capacity was at expectations. For exactly seven standard galactic days, they tested him against the convincing mind of the Flood. He was not the first to undertake this test, but he was the only one to come back with some of his sanity left. It was enough for them to judge him worthy.

Guardian would never admit it to anyone, but he still could feel the Flood clawing at his mind. The thoughts were still imbedded into his mind. They still tried to claw away. In the heat of battle, he could better shut them out. Otherwise, he would have to resort to other means of keeping his mind occupied.

Like he was now.

The slight impact of something against his armored torso caused him to instinctively grab the enemy's throat with an outstretched hand. Seeing that this one was too far gone as well, he quickly crushed the throat of the indoctrinated Human.

It seemed that these troopers were different from the normal transformation into abominations. Certainly they were not able to be saved. They were indoctrinated as well, but yet they retained some of the Human traits that normal Humans displayed. This suggest forced or implanted technology from the machines.

_But who would force something like this, _Guardian wondered, _A mad being who insists that this can be controlled?_

Guardian would investigate the matter later. Perhaps the Shepard Human knew who might be responsible for all of this.

The next hallway revealed a relative busyness. Troops were lined up to take shots. Guardian only saw them due to being able to use infrared vision to detect heat. That and looking over the edge of the cover he was in.

"What is it," James asked, "An ambush?"

"More like a killing zone," Guardian's synthetic voice sounded, switching back to normal visor mode. "Do you have any grenades?"

"Can't you just make more," James asked.

"I sorely wished it worked like that," the Forerunner sighed, "But I can only regenerate ammunition and grenades so fast."

James seemed to give a strange look before reaching into his belt and grabbing a grenade, handing it to Guardian.

"We can always salvage some grenades from dead troops," James commented, "You think you might be able to make do with that?"

"Ask me once we clear this room."

Guardian exited cover and quickly charged forward. Guns immediately fired, his shields absorbing all shots that made contact. Priming the grenade. he tossed it into the air, but it was not meant to hit the ground and detonate. Rather. he took a precise and quick shot with his Z-250 Lightrifle, The ensuing explosion was more than enough to destabilize the entire squad of troopers. With the opening, Guardian once again switched to infrared vision and began to pick off whatever head were not protected by shields or cover.

From the fog, he could see a slightly more armored trooper coming his way armed with only a small pistol or machine gun. But the trooper did not fire the weapon. Instead, the weapon was holstered and two energy whips emitted from the wrists came to life. Both yellow whips came to him and snapped. Guardian's shields instantly protected him from the damage. but his shields were draining quickly. He still had three more troopers with guns still firing on him.

Deciding to take a gamble, he waited for his enemy to use the two whips again. However, instead of making contact with his body and finishing off his shields, his hands reached out to grab the two yellow whips and his armor began to conduct its own energies into the melee weapons. What happened next was an overload of energy and the whips being rendered inoperable.

With his shields almost gone, Guardian quickly tackled the trooper and sent a right hook into the helmet and effectively caved in the face.

With his entire body on the ground, he was now shielded from fire, but he could not get up because his shields were still recharging from the constant barrage of damage. It was then that he saw something moving ahead. Taking a chance, Guardian peeked out from his very lean cover to find James dispatching the remaining enemies with a rapid-fire weapon.

The room then fell silent with smoke and steam rising from all over. James went over to check his teammate.

"Nice moves," James whistled, "You think you can show me some of those?"

"Maybe," Guardian replied, getting up, "Are you up to it?"

"Don't see why not," James grinned behind his helmet.

"Thank you for the help," the Forerunner spoke.

"It's no trouble, Alfred," the Human returned.

The Forerunner turned his armored head to meet the other visor. To be certain he correctly, he did the only thing that was logical.

"Alfred," Guardian asked.

"I don't know," James shrugged, "You seem like an Alfred. Not always a fighter with guns or fists, but with some wit too."

"Hmm," Guardian thought, "and do you Humans always prefer monikers to your given birth name?"

"I think it helps me. I remember people by giving them my own name. You're just the Alfred kind of character."

Perhaps Guardian should have been a bit more vocal about it. The idea that a Human would dare to give him a name like that so casually. But then again, was it not a name of respect? If he were arrogant and self-conceited, he might threaten the Human, but in his time, he had been given many names. One more was just another way of showing that he was well-liked.

And that was how Undying-Light-of-Protection became known as Alfred. May the Precursors help him.

**Javik P.O.V.**

All of these primitives were beyond him in many ways and he was beyond them in many ways.

To Javik, all of them were beyond him in ways such as emotionally, rationally, irrationally, and so much more. Humans, Turians, Asari, Salarians, all of these primitives were the young once, but now they ruled the galaxy. What a very...amusing and surprising circumstances that he had found himself in.

They were many things that he found that spoke of the stark differences between the Protheans and this new galaxy. For starters, there was no dominant race, as far as he could tell. Races more or less retained their own independence while sharing a government with each other. However good it sounded, Javik wasn't a fool; he would think several species were likely the more prominent and more noticeable.

Another thing that the Commander Shepard had said was that through this independence, each species had their own means of fighting wars. The Asari were biotic specialists, the Turians were disciplined and focused soldiers, Humans were versatile and adaptable, Krogan were the strongest and the hardest to beat back, Salarians were the scientists. The Volus, they were economist, as if that mattered in a time of war. The Elcor, unusual, but useful in their size and patience. Hanar, well, that was something else. They weren't of much use out of water.

This Commander Shepard had given him some of this information before the mission. Javik had taken the time to study whatever he could in regards to this cycle and its inhabitants. Anything pertaining to the Reapers was also of interest to him, though it seems that the Reapers were not too well known. The war had only just begun, and it appeared that although the Reapers would have a fight, it likely wouldn't last as long as the Protheans fought against the machines.

So it was with much rejoicing mentally when Shepard told him to get his things ready and head out on a mission. Javik was more than eager to do battle. Already, he'd used his considerable biotic power in order to catch many of these Cerberus troopers into holds while the commander used her own brutish biotics to finish them off. Crude, certainly, but effective nonetheless.

If there was one thing that primitives were now good at, it was personal weapons. There were a lot of variations, and lots of inventive ways to use said weapons. While Javik had managed to recover and refit his Particle Rifle, he did make use of the weapon that the commander had given him. It was a heavy-set pistol, with shots that tear down shields with two to three shots and could easily kill with a well-placed headshot. So of course if he lost his own rifle, he could always substitute it. They still required clips and limited shot capacities before needing a reload. Inefficient, but it wasn't really that big of a hinderance. A few seconds of delay at worst, and maybe a coupe or less at best.

Javik took aim once again with his rifle, and watched carefully as an enemy trooper was reduced to a puddle on the floor. He then reached for a grenade and tossed it lazily, watching it go where he wanted it to go, followed by an explosion of biotic energy, causing unshielded troopers to bounce to the ceiling, slamming into it, then falling back to the ground, but not before feeling the full-on effect of a biotic wave.

When the fighting was over, there came relative quiet with occasional gun sounds somewhere off in the distance. Shepard seemed busy communicated with someone that he could not see immediately.

Javik noticed a door open. Shepard motioned for him to follow, and he didn't wait to question it.

When they entered, another Human female was there, with a weapon, but she looked more or less calm, with a small hint of fear. Admirable, to say the least.

"Commander Shepard," the human sighed, "Thank god you're here. These attacks have been relentless. I didn't know how much longer I could keep up."

"We'll be fine," Shepard assured, "For now, you said you have students? Why are you still here? Why are they still here? The war should be closing all schools."

"They wanted to help," she answered, "We wanted to help. I don't like it any more than you do, but they volunteered. How could we say no?"

"Sanders," Shepard gritted, "That's not really a good answer. These kids aren't ready for war, not like we are."

"So now's the time to train them in war," Sanders reasoned, "Besides, their help couldn't come at a better time. I'm not saying that we put them on the frontline, but give them support roles."

For a moment, Javik could see the tense expression in Shepard's eyes, not her face. In a way, he could understand. Children in war, not a good thing, but then again, what choice was there? If everyone didn't fight, there might not be a next day.

"Commander," Javik sounded, "We can discuss details at a later time. Right now our priority is clear."

"Right," Shepard responded immediately, "Where are they, Sander?"

"Orion Hall," Sanders answered, "They were being led by an instructor, the best one we've got."

"Alright," Shepard said. "Shepard to team two, what's your status?"

_"Team two to team one," _the human called James said, _"We're clearing a path. Be advised, Guardian just picked up some radio chatter. Looks like Cerberus has stopped sending in ships."_

Javik frowned at this statement. If an enemy stopped sending in reinforcements to their intended target, then likely said target was no longer useful. That usually meant destroying the target.

"I don't like it," Shepard her eyes narrowed, "But we can use the breathing room to figure out a plan out. Think we can get out by shuttle?"

Radio silence was the response before the other alien responded.

_"Negative," _James said, _"Cerberus cruiser is too close. We need another way out. They know to look for Alliance shuttles."_

"You have a suggestion, Guardian," Shepard asked.

_"There are some Cerberus fighters docked with a shuttle," _the one called a Forerunner spoke, _"If you can retrieve all the personnel and load them onto a Cerberus shuttle, two of us can escort."_

Javik considered the suggestion. Disguise themselves as the enemy and try to slip past their lines. A good strategy but there still was the matter of the large ship outside, the Cerberus cruiser. Could that not spot them? Would they not question the reason for a shuttle with an escort?

It seemed that Shepard shared Javik's same concerns.

"I don't know, Guardian," Shepard said, "What're we going to tell the cruiser when it detects us?"

_"I can scramble their systems for a short time," _Guardian elaborated, _"Prevent them from seeing us on radar, which will give ample opportunity to flee to the Normandy,"_

Shepard began to pace and Javik simply watched the Human female as she thought the tactic through. Javik had no objections to the plan. This Guardian seemed to know what he was doing. The Prothean may have been a bit partial towards the other ancient as he himself called it. Although the two had not exchanged conversation, Javik could sense immense strength, knowledge, power, and something else. These were the marks of someone who had seen much and had years to ponder on everything that they were.

"Any thoughts, Javik," Shepard inquired.

It didn't take long for the Prothean to come up with a response.

"If we're going to use the enemy's own ships to mask our escape," Javik commented, "We should do more than disable sensors; if possible we should disable the enemy completely. That will buy us more time to escape."

"Good point," Shepard said, "Sanders, is there anything we can do on our end to get the Cerberus cruiser to get off our backs for a bit?"

A moment of silence, then Javik heard a familiar voice.

_"I think I have an idea. I remember that we were working on a prototype EMP device that could emit a strong enough pulse to take down a small fleet of ships."_

"Great," Shepard acknowledged, "Where do we find this device?"

_"It's in the labs. Cerberus isn't in the labs now, but once we move in, they might figure out what we're doing. I'm sending you the coordinates. You'll need a unique activation key once you get there."_

"It is a risk we must take Commander," Javik explained, "What is several dozen soldiers compared to an enemy cruiser?"

The answer, the only answer came to Shepard's lips.

"James, Guardian, hold those fighters and the shuttle. Do whatever you have to do to keep it there. We're on our way with something to help."

_"Acknowledged. Vega out."_

Shepard's hands reached back to her weapon. Turning her eyes to meet Javik, the Prothean simply readied his weapon and followed her lead.

**It's not a Thursday update, but it's been a long time. I know, but college has really been a big challenge for me. More work than I've had to do. At this point, an update a month sounds like the most I can offer, and even I'm not sure if I can do that.**

** So the mission to Grissom progresses. I'm hoping to keep it to about three to four chapters. We'll see as I write it.**

** If you loved this chapter, let me know with a review. If you hated this chapter, I want to know why. If you have anything else to offer me, send it my way. I may not always respond to every review, but I do so appreciate them. Any grammar can be called out. **

** Thanks for all of your patience. I hope you enjoyed this chapter, and remember, success is not forever and failure is not fatal.**

** Peace out!**
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**SSV-Normandy**

** Near Grissom Academy**

** March 9, 2186**

** 11:31 Hours**

** Arbiter P.O.V.**

_How dare she. _he silently thought.

Mere hours ago, Shepard as well as some of their new charges had gone off on a mission. This was in response to an apparent distress signal sent from one of the Human Schools, Grissom Academy, he heard the Humans on board call it. And the enemy was none other than Cerberus, the supposed saviors of Humanity.

If Thel were anyone else, he might be angry or furious that Shepard dared to leave his combat skills out of the mission, but alas, that was not who he was. Certainly he was disappointed at the way she said to wait here, like he was some animal that needed to remain caged.

Of course she could just as easily be excluding him because she knew enough about in order gauge whether he would be useful on this mission.

So Thel did the next best thing he could do: he made his way to the war room where all of the actions of the Alliance were being recorded and analyzed. His sharp eyes instantly took in what appeared to be Urdnot Wrex and a Turian working at various consoles.

It was then that Wrex turned to notice him. Their eyes met and for a moment, they stared intently at each other. Those eyes Thel knew to be a predatory stance. This one was testing if he would cower or not. Neither of them backed away.

Then as soon as the tension came, it fled, leaving the Krogan to once again give a quick check of him. The Arbiter did the same, sizing this one up. Strong certainly, but also those eyes were the mark of a warrior who had seen more than his share of battles.

"You're not a Turian," Wrex finally said, "I saw that much on Sur'Kesh. Too fancy and pretty."

Thel's mandibles twisted into a frown. An insult?

Naturally, Thel might be baited to respond to the insult with his best insult, but that was not him. It was a stupid game of immaturity that never served a purpose. No, he needed a different approach for this one, one more diplomatic to see what he was dealing with.

"The armor is not meant to be glamorous, but thank you anyway," the Arbiter sounded.

"Proper language," the Krogan said, "I was hoping for something different."

"I can be as blunt as you like," the Arbiter growled "Who are you?"

"Now that's more like it," the Krogan chuckled, "I can see the warrior in there. The politician is boring. Name's Wrex of Clan Urdnot."

The Krogan turned and offer a hand. Thel did not miss a beat as he held out his own hand to shake it. The grip was strong, similar to his own strength. The movement was also fluid, Thel noticed.

"Thel 'Vadam," the Sangheili responded, "Arbiter of the Sangheili and member of the 'Vadam family."

"Heard Shepard say your title," Wrex raised his eyes, "I've never seen your race before. You a new species to Citadel space?"

The Arbiter thought only for a moment; he could bend the truth a bit, because what did it matter if he did? He could say that he was the last of a dead race. He could say that Shepard had recruited him simply for combat. None of these things were lies, like his many other sayings to Shepard and Liara and the others.

"No," Thel sounded, "Believe what you will, but I came from another galaxy. Shepard offered me a place on the Normandy, and I accepted."

"Well," Wrex let go of his hand, "If there's one thing I don't doubt, it's Shepard's judgement on who she lets on the Normandy. Best fighter that I've seen in the past several hundred years."

"How many battles have you seen," the Arbiter asked, interest piqued.

"Enough," Wrex boasted, "When you've lived for over millennium and a half, war and battle become your life."

"Then you have my respects," Thel acknowledged, "One cannot lie about that."

"At least someone here knows how to respect a warrior," Wrex gruffed, "Can't say that everyone does. And now, I suppose you have a story of your own?"

"Not as many years as yours no," Thel shook his head, "I have been serving for thirty years in the military, but those years were more or less filled with many campaigns. Hundreds.

"War," Wrex instantly clicked the pieces together, "I believe it. I can see the look in your eyes. But it must be finished."

"It is," Thel said, "I just pray it was worth something in the end."

"So what's your method of combat," Wrex changed subjects, "Didn't see you in action on Sur'Kesh. You strike me as a sort of up-close and personal type."

"In many ways," Thel agreed, "We are warriors of blades and unarmed combat. Though we can just as easily be sharpshooters. I was trained from early childhood to be a warrior."

"I'd challenge you to a fight if I had time," Wrex commented, "But not today. Got too many things to do here. My people need me."

"You lead the Krogan?"

"Yeah, not exactly what I thought I'd be doing for the remaining years of my life, but our people have been suffering long enough."

_Your people and my people both, _Thel thought glumly, _It seems that no matter where I go, suffering of races is always present._

Was it too much to ask for a galaxy in which suffering was not rampant like this? Although the circumstances surrounding this suffering was different, it did not make it right. Thel was very much aware of the subjugation of the Krogan. The Genophage, the designation of the means to pacify the Krogan, was in his eyes, not only a dishonorable means to end a war, but one of the worst ways to doom a race.

And once again, if it were that simply to condemn the Turians and Salarians. They didn't do so to humiliate the Krogan or as some sort of punishment. It was a last resort to save themselves, and that was what made this extremely difficult to take sides.

But that was not all, Thel knew. He had not read the full history of all the Citadel races, only enough to give him an idea of which were the fiercest combatants, and so far, Krogans and Turians were among the best along with the Humans. And as for the Asari and Salarians, too reliant upon biotics and brains, things that had little to no effect against something like the Reapers, not in a fight at the very least. Then there was the Forerunner companion and Prothean, both of them obvious warriors of many battles. But how much they could offer, the Arbiter knew not. The Forerunner would undoubtedly provide with more than just his own skills.

"How fares the Krogan against the Reapers," Thel changed the subject.

"Progress is slow," Wrex responded, "Reapers scouts and a few Reapers, nothing too serious yet. Not sure why they're taking their sweet time on Tuchanka."

"The Reapers never do anything without a reason," the Arbiter responded quietly, "But it does not matter what their reasons. They must be destroyed."

"Spoken like a true warrior," Wrex grinned, "I think we're going to get along just fine, Arbiter."

"I think we will too," Thel mused, "But know that if you challenge me to a fight, I will hold nothing back. I fight to win."

"As do I," Wrex retorted, "I've got a reputation to uphold."

"Then name the time and place and we shall see who is the better warrior," Thel challenged, "I will be there."

"If we survive the war," Wrex joked, "I'll be sure to remember that challenge."

Once again, the both shook hands, this time, with more force to see if either one of them would crack under the other's strength.

Neither did.

**Primarch Fedorian P.O.V.**

"_Are you seeing these numbers sir," _Garrus asked, _"How the hell are we still standing?"_

"I have no idea Garrus," the Primarch said, "And quite frankly, I don't really want to know. Our brothers and sisters are dying on Palaven. I can't save them with a weapon, but I can with allies."

"_I just hope that there's a Palaven and Turian people to come back to when all is said and done."_

"Sprits know that I feel the same way," Fedorian sighed, "Keep me posted. I've sent a few messages to the Councilor Sparatus. He's sending updates regarding our other colonies."

"_How are they doing," _Garrus inquired, _"Better? Worse?"_

"Only a few have been hit so far," Fedorian responded, "But that will change soon."

"_Those colonies need to evacuate before there isn't time. We need to send calls to all colonies and prepare them for evacuation."_

"Easier said than done, Garrus. The mass relay com buoys are being erratic in behavior. We've only had several colonies respond to the call. The Reapers are interfering with our signals."

"_And they could be listening in right now," _Garrus deducted.

"That was exactly what I was thinking," Fedorian said, "Now you know why I'm hesitant to do more."

"_We'll find a way. Shepard will find a way."_

"I have no doubt she will if her records proves anything."

With that, the connection was cut and Fedorian was left to his own devices. His mandibles creased into a worried expression. Never in his career did he believe that he would ever face a crisis like this: the fight for the Turian race's survival. For all of their military and navy might, they were outclassed, outnumbered, and outpowered in every way possible. An enemy unlike any the galaxy had ever seen.

Fedorian could recall those memories of the first days of the Reaper invasion on Palaven. So many dead and injured on the first day. So many bodies lining the streets, both of soldiers and civilians. And although every Turian had spent some time in the military, not everyone was good at it. Fedorian himself was okay, but he preferred not to fight with guns but with words, hence the reason why he wanted to take part in the diplomatic arena.

And now here he was leading his people into the war that had the potential to kill all Turians. He could say it over and over again in his head, but ultimately, the statement would feel like he'd just heard it for the first time. The panic that threatened to take over was strong, as it was when the responsibility of the lives of Turians everywhere rested in his hands.

_I won't falter. I will get through this. I will make certain that the Turian race lives._

He was so engrossed at his work and his thoughts that he failed to notice someone standing by him. The only reason he even knew to turn around was due to the sound of an unfamiliar voice.

"One who thinks a lot must stop themselves from doing so, especially when the lives of their own race is in their hands."

Fedorian didn't jump from surprise, but now his train of thought was broken. He turned his head around to see a familiar figure, the one that had saved him along with Shepard.

Deciding that maybe this would be a good time to break away from his own musings, the primarch stood at his full height and faced the other one. He was tall, very tall, like unnaturally so.

"You are the one that helped save me with Commander Shepard," the primarch commented, "You have my respects."

"How much do Turians value warriors," the alien asked.

"Very much so," Fedorian affirmed, "We are a warrior culture. But where are my manners? I am Jaris Fedorian, Primarch of Palaven, negotiating for the Turian Hierarchy. And who might I have the pleasure of speaking to?"

Fedorian raised his arm in a handshake greeting.

"I am Thel 'Vadam, Arbiter of Sanghelios and the protector of the Sangheili."

The handshake that followed a somewhat uncomfortable one. The handshake was very strong, and Fedorian suspected that it wouldn't take much for his hand to be crushed by the Arbiter's strength.

"Sangheili," he sounded, "I have never heard of such a species before. Are you new to the galactic stage?"

"My species does not hail from this galaxy," the Arbiter shook his head, "I come from another galaxy entirely."

This caught Fedorian's interest, because it seemed that this galaxy was discovering new things that were really outrageous and insane to consider possible, and yet despite popular belief that the Reapers weren't a threat, here they were. Was it so hard to believe that other galaxies existed?

"I am inclined to believe as such," Fedorian answered honestly, "Given recent circumstances."

"Did you believe in the Reapers before they came in full force," the Arbiter asked.

"I was skeptic at first," the Primarch stated, "There was no ample evidence to suggest a genocidal machine race existed. Just some video footage and eye witnesses."

It occurred to Fedorian that he was now being drilled for answers. This Arbiter, if he was what he said, was asking questions that seemed to be on an accusatory level.

"Why do you ask," Fedorian braved the question.

"It is merely strange that one of your best Spectre agents, Commander Shepard, was soundly ignored when all the pieces fit together. No one believed her."

"We cannot believe every single fanatical thing that comes on our doorsteps," Fedorian argued calmly, "We must attend to our people."

"Then you should have heeded Shepard," the larger alien responded, "And you should never doubt the impossible. Anything is possible if one is persistent enough."

"It sounds like you have some experience in this matter," the primarch remarked, also attempting to change the conversation.

"I have seen enough to know that you do not ignore even the slightest chance, otherwise it could be the death of brothers in arms."

So not exactly the most illuminating comment, and truthfully speaking, the primarch wasn't really certain that carrying out this conversation was a good idea. It felt very one-sided and he himself didn't like to be accused of anything.

But should the primarch expect anything less? From the armor of the Arbiter, it was easy to see that he was a warrior more than a diplomat, but that didn't negate the fact that his voice obviously carried the tone of a leader who knew how to inspire loyalty. Warriors by nature and diplomats by nature simply did not mix well. He'd seen it enough in the military and even as primarch, he still saw it. Especially when it came to General Adrian Victus, one of the best generals in the Turian military. A superb leader and tactician, but never following orders, rules or protocols, otherwise he'd be in a much higher position in rank by now. But the hierarchy wouldn't toss the general away, as he was too good to simply just dismiss.

"I cannot change what I or the hierarchy have done now," Fedorian said, "But I will help my fellow Turians until the enemy is defeated or our race dies."

"If you were not warriors by nature, I might not even believe you," the Arbiter responded, "But I have seen the Turians in battle. They are honorable warriors and a true believer in brothers and sisters. I would be honored to fight by their side."

"Thank you," the primarch smiled lightly, "We are honored to fight by Commander Shepard's side. All of our hopes lie with her. And she has a formidable crew."

**EDI P.O.V.**

EDI's ability to perform multiple tasks at once was one that she used to her fullest advantage. The most obvious application right now being the operation of the Normandy and getting use to a physical human-sized body.

However, much of her processing was also dedicated to something else. Even though the Forerunner Undying-Light-of-Protection had only been on-board for the briefest of times, she had spoken to him about much.

_"What is your purpose in Forerunner society," EDI asked._

_ "Before the war against the Flood," Guardian remarked, "I was training to become a warrior on the battlefield, a leader. But it was never easy. I was always different from the others. I was not as strong as the others, and I was not always the best. I was more intelligent than I was strong. Even now, I have not reached my full growth. And it will be some time before I do."_

_ "How long do Forerunners live," EDI inquired._

_ "In theory with armor," the Arbiter remarked, "We are immortal. I did say we exist for many millennia. That is often close to the average lifespan of Forerunners."_

_ "You are immortal like the Reapers," EDI commented._

_ "But unlike the machines, we care for all life in the galaxy by means of actually protecting it."_

_ "What is the true purpose of the Forerunners then?"_

_ "Our race was mandated to protect the galaxy. We were the only one with the technology and means to do so. But it was not our place to interfere in the affairs of a species, merely to watch over it. We only directly interfered when it became apparent that all notions of peace and nonviolence were done with."_

_ "Did it work?"_

_ "It did. We maintained the balance, and very rarely did species want war with us. We forged a galaxy of prosperity and peace and cooperation. That is, until the war with the flood."_

_ "The Flood. You have mentioned them before. What are the exactly?"_

_ "Words cannot do justice to the gravity of their threat. And I would prefer not to speak of it. Suffice to say, that even with our advances and knowledge, it was a losing war. And without our aid, the other species were doomed to die, so we did the only thing we knew how. Preserve all the species in a safe location and exterminate all life in the galaxy so that there was nothing for the Flood to consume."_

_ "How is that any different than the Reapers," EDI asked._

_ "Because once the threat passed, all the species were reseeded back onto their homeworlds. We gave them another chance. The Reapers give no chances, show no mercy, and never learn why organics and synthetics have differences. That is why the Forerunners are above them."_

_ "There are no conflicts between organics and synthetics?"_

_ "There are always conflict, as there is always is with living independent organisms, artificial or otherwise. You are I are not that different when it comes to base survival. The only difference is our origins."_

EDI had taken that conversation very seriously, taking apart his responses and thinking through them very carefully.

So Undying-Light-of-Protection was very familiar with a threat like the Reapers, and yet he seemed more or less calm when talking about the Reapers and slightly more distressed when talking about the Flood parasite that had mentioned.

That led EDI to think that Guardian believed the Flood a superior fool to the Reapers. And if that was the case, than EDI wanted to know more about the Flood and how it was that they could be so dangerous.

By all definition, a parasite should not equal the Reapers. The Reapers were the pinnacle of life itself, a melding of organic and synthetic life. That was true in a way, but they faltered in their line of logic. They would not be persuaded otherwise that their goal was. Or at least that was what Guardian claimed. But even EDI could not truly pierce any weaknesses that would be exploitable for long. Certainly with enough firepower a Reaper could be taken down, but only after immense barrages or a really powerful weapon could do such damage.

So how in the galaxy could a parasite be able to overcome the Forerunners, an advanced race with technology so powerful?

A parasite sought to kill, but what if it did more than that?

EDI was programmed to understand warfare. It was how she was able to help Joker keep the Normandy flying and always in the fight. So she began to consult her knowledge of war.

In any war, the best way to take down the enemy was to understand their tactics, their movements, their strategies, and their tendencies. When one could know the enemy's plan before the enemy themselves could conceive it, that was when you had the advantage, a very unfair advantage.

The Reapers possessed the ability to pierce into minds and see organics and synthetics. And because their technology was so far ahead of their own, they would not be beaten easily. If the Flood was somehow able to do something of that nature, then it might explain why the Forerunners were beaten. EDI had yet to see what sort of support that Guardian could provide, but if the Forerunners were more powerful than the Reapers and they were beaten by the Flood, then it explained Guardian's calm disposition. But it also meant that the Flood could be out there, and they could threaten the galaxy.

But this was mere speculation. The Forerunner had no desire to talk about the Flood, making EDI realize it was a sore subject, and from an organic viewpoint, it made sense. Being one of the last if not the last of a dead race. The sense of guilt and sadness and anger should be more abundant, but Undying-Light-of-Protection hadn't shown any sort of signs of mental deterioration. For now, so he could be trusted to at least keep a rational mindset.

But Shepard would want to know because it could mean life and death itself for all things in this galaxy. Even if she herself was unable to obtain the information, she calculated that Shepard had a far greater chance at convincing him, more than anyone else.

And EDI had recalled some of the limited conversation between the Arbiter and the Forerunner. The two didn't know each other on a personal level but they immediately took a respect towards each other. The Arbiter, or Thel 'Vadam, spoke of Humanity in a positive light. the A.I. remembered that there was another Humanity where the Sangheili came from. It was strange that once again the Arbiter would speak of a species not his own in such a way. And Guardian, or Undying-Light-of-Protection also spoke of Humans so highly.

And they had spoken about a race called the San 'Shyuum, a term that had little meaning to EDI; she had no images, and speculation other than the fact that it was a race both showed either hatred or disappointment towards. She would also make a note of that and perhaps ask again at another time. Perhaps then the two of them would not be so resistant about telling what they knew.

So little time had passed in the real world, and yet she was still able to monitor Grissom Academy without a hassle. With the Cerberus cruiser keeping them at bay, they were flying stealth reconnaissance in a wide ark. They made certain to stay out of physical visual range. The Normandy SR-2 may blow the other one right out of the skies in terms of technology, but one thing they both shared was the inability to mask themselves physically. That was something that was going to have to be rectified assuming the Normandy survived the trip.

"_Shepard to Normandy. Cerberus has us boxed in. We've sent Cortez back your way."_

"What about the other shuttle," Joker asked, "You know that's not exactly cheap tech there. Prototype stealth tech."

"_We're working on a plan to take that cruiser out of the game for at least a few minutes. We'll get it if there's a window to get it."_

"Acknowledged," Joker sighed, "You have fun with taking that thing down."

"_Where's your faith Joker," _Shepard remarked, _"We've got some rather talented individuals."_

"I saw them," Joker snarked, "Still working on believing the bullshit their peddling."

A small snicker was heard from the woman before she cut off communications. It was a private communications channel, but still EDI knew that Cerberus might have just discovered it and try to retrace both origin points. Cerberus had numbers and could send them in until the infiltration teams were overwhelmed.

But Shepard and her team had skills and were better-equipped and better-trained. Her chances were still reasonable given those two things. But that was just it: chance.

So why did EDI question why she didn't wish to leave Shepard's fate to chance?

Because against all odds, Shepard defied high chances against her. And she would do so again.

**This chapter marks this story to be a year old. Weird that it's been that long. I can remember being a senior in high school like it was yesterday. It like so long ago.**

**I'd like to thank each and every one of your for reading my story and sticking with me through the struggle. I admit this has been a challenge for me to learn to balance between being a researcher of ME and Halo stuff while also trying to write a compelling story. I admit, I think it could be better, but seeing as I'm here and people still read, I must be doing something right. Thanks to all of my reviewers. In one year, I get almost 600 review. If anyone of you told me that I'd be here now, I would've give you the skeptical stare. And yet here I am now. Good or bad, you guys have given me the feedback that makes me want to get better.**
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**Grissom Academy**

** Petra Nebula**

** March 9, 2186**

** 12:11 Hours**

Commander Jane Shepard gritted her teeth angrily.

Time had lost all meaning to her as she and Javik brutally made their way through the halls of Grissom Academy. She knew that Cerberus wanted this place badly, but not like this. There seemed to be an awful lot of things that Cerberus wanted here that she couldn't even see. Shepard didn't even know that Grissom housed some really explosive things, a nuke of all things. In Council space, nukes were considered barbaric and off-limits for the most part, but Humanity wasn't always the idea listener. To Humans, any weapon that was effective was useful, no matter how advanced or not it was.

Finally the sound of biotic behind this next door gave her a bit of pause. She motioned to Javik to get on the other side of the door. As soon as he was in position, he nodded an affirmative yes to breach and clear.

The door opened and both held their weapons ready to fire, only to see three Cerberus troopers instantly blow away and killed, landing at their feet. Shepard looked to see who had attacked these troopers.

And there she was, Jack, the Psychotic Biotic, one of the most mentally questionable people Shepard had ever known, but also one of her best friends. All the people who went into the Collectors Base with her was a best friend in the commander's book. It took team effort and watching each other's backs to survive that hell hole.

"Jack," Shepard breathed excitedly, "What the hell are you doing here?"

"What's that suppose to mean," Jack raised an eyebrow on mock-anger. "I work here."

Before Shepard could respond, the sound of an explosion on the roof and the dropping of more troopers alerted all combatants to begin their assault. Jack was instantly upon a group trying to apprehend some students. Shepard ducked into cover and returned fire, but she also caught Jack defending these students like her life depended upon it. It was a strange thing to see: Jack caring about people. She'd have to ask about that later.

It was just then that the far door was blow to pieces and from it came Cerberus troops with metal shields protecting themselves. Shepard quickly rose from cover and pushed her biotics to created a barrier surrounding Jack and the students.

"Javik," she gritted, "Cover."

"Understood," he shouted.

Without removing his rifle from his hands, Javik extended his hands and let out a large wave of biotic energy and began to force the shielded troops gback. Shepard began to back away from the line of Cerberus troops and support Jack.

"I got this Shepard," Jack yelled, "Just kill the bastards. I can protect them."

"Too many coming in," Shepard argued, "I can't take chances."

Then another nasty surprise came out of nowhere: an Atlas Mech was now crouching under the doorway from which Shepard and Javik had come along with a few more troopers. It didn't take a genius to figure out that Cerberus had planned this. Box everyone in and finish them off one by one by throwing more firepower and manpower at them.

"I said GO," Jack retaliated, "You're better off trying to take them down than protect us."

The Atlas fired off a rocket and Shepard braced her barriers for impact. The purple surrounding energy took the brunt, but Shepard was still rattled by it. Looking to her right, she saw Javik was having to contend with his own situation. She couldn't hope to get to him and help.

Shepard pushed forward despite the increasingly difficult odds being faced. She let out cry as she charged forward. The Atlas predictably wasn't shaken too much, seeing as it had shielding of its own. She whipped out her shotgun and fired point-blank at a trooper unfortunate enough to be in her line of fire.

She barely had enough time to dodge the incoming grappling claw from the mech as it slammed into the spot where she once occupied. The Atlas let loose with some cannon fire, one shot being lucky enough to lower her barriers and causing her to hiss in pain. Shepard rolled behind a pillar, reaching for a grenade. Waiting only a second, she tossed the grenade, hearing the sound of scattered troopers with the following biotic explosion. She charged again, the Atlas being rocked back by the blow.

Looking back for a brief moment, she could quickly see that Jack was dealing with defending the students while Javik was dealing with a force on the other door.

What she didn't expect was for the driver of the Atlas to react so quickly. Without warning, she found herself in the grip of the mechanical left arm. She struggled, but to no avail. The driver raised the arm high and sent the commander hurling into the ground.

She cried out as she met the ground hard. She was just able to raise her head enough to see the Atlas about to crush her.

Shepard didn't feel fear for a moment and against her logical mind, she raised her weapon and fired a shot from her shotgun. The glass of the cockpit shattered, but the driver still remained.

What happened next took her by surprise.

A flash and a surge of energy came from the air. The pilot was exposed and was incinerated instantly by what appeared to be a red beam of energy.

Shepard slowly picked her head up to witness several more Cerberus troopers firing somewhere in the air. But they were also burned up quickly.

Slowly getting up, she reloaded her weapon and looked around. The sight greeting her was both relieving and rather uneasy.

The air above everyone was now surrounding by something strange. Shepard had never seen anything like it. The best she could manage to describe was what looked like mechanical insects. There were some green-colored lights along with a single red light on the underside. There were no limbs, just a strange and alien design. but despite the rather ugly and somewhat non-threatening look, they were making short work of all Cerberus enemies in the room. Red rays of deadly fire sprayed across the area. targeting everything but Shepard, Javik, Jack, and the students.

It was only for exactly fourteen seconds, but in that time, the strange robots instantly took out all enemies. Silence once again filled the halls. Tensions however remained high.

"What are these things," Shepard finally asked.

"Synthetics," Javik muttered, "They do not appear intelligent."

One of the machines lowered itself and face Shepard. The commander held her weapon loosely in the direction of the newcomer. She wasn't taking chances.

A shimmer of green light began to form in front of it. It was hologram.

And a familiar form took shape.

_"I saw through the station's surveillance system that you were in need,"_ Guardian's hologram spoke. "And I sent a force to aid."

_"What are these things,"_ Shepard demanded, _"And why didn't you say you had them?"_

Guardian wasn't fully facing her as he continued to speak. He was likely engaged in something else.

_"To answer your first question, Commander, they are called Sentinels. They are loyal to me and do as I command them to do. And to answer your second question, I withheld them because there simply was no need for them in our discussion."_

"I'd like to trust you," Shepard crossed her arms, "But you're not making my task easy."

_"Can we not discuss this now,"_ the Forerunner asked, _"I am busy trying to establish a connection to the Cerberus cruiser so I can disable its sensors and communications."_

"This discussion isn't over," Shepard affirmed with narrow eyes, "We'll talk about this on the Normandy."

_"Understood,"_ he nodded his head, _"Is there anything else you need, Shepard?"_

"Just keep doing whatever you're doing. And what about the nuke we intend to use. Where is it?"

_"I have located it,"_ Guardian assured, _"It only requires an extraction, but make haste. Cerberus is still making their way."_

"Get on it. Shepard out."

With her conversation over, she turned to her new Prothean teammate.

"Are you okay, Javik," she asked.

"I am fine," he nodded, "You need not worry about me. The mission is what matters."

"One minute," she turned to Jack, who was still with her students.

"So where the hell have you been," Jack called out, "I didn't think the queen of the girl scouts was going to show."

"We didn't expect to come either," Shepard shrugged, "But here we are."

Jack considered her former commander for a moment before taking a leap from the upper platform, letting her biotics cushion her landing. Without wasting time, she made her way over to Shepard. Just as the commander removed her helmet to look her in the face.

Both of them stood at odds, their eyes gauging each other.

Then Jack lash out with a punch.

And Shepard caught it.

"So what's this thing about work," Shepard smirked.

Jack forced her hand from Shepard's grasp before responding.

"Alliance brass knew I helped you. So they wanted me for this."

"You," Shepard laughed, "With kids?"

"Is it so fu- damn hard to believe," Jack crossed her arms in annoyance.

"Well, yeah," Shepard smiled, "The psychotic biotic. I will destroy you. That doesn't sound to me like teacher material."

Jack didn't lash out anymore or make any more snide remarks. Rather, she surprised Shepard.

"Well I actually listened to you for once," Jack said, "I tried to help someone other than myself. And I guess I liked it more than I realized."

This sounded nothing at all like the Jack that went with Commander Shepard into the Collector base.

"It's not what I expected," Shepard looked at the kids. "But I'm glad you did it."

"Now I know what it is to have a family," Jack smiled slightly, "And these guys are like my own flesh and blood. I'd protect them even if it killed me."

It was truly hard to believe that Jack of all people could become such a softie.

**Guardian P.O.V.**

"May I," the Human called James gestured to the hologram projector.

"By all means," the Forerunner allowed the Human to step in.

"I can extract the nuke," James responded, "I just hope that it's not too heavy or that it won't explode under fire."

"Then get it," Shepard acknowledged, "I have to evacuate some students and Jack from this place."

"Jack," James asked.

"Focus, lieutenant," Shepard said.

"Got it," James shook his head. "Guardian, you mind giving me the location."

With a few taps from his wrist, he sent directions and an exact location of the nuclear device. With a nod, the Human lieutenant turned to leave.

That left Guardian alone to work on hacking into the Cerberus Cruiser. In truth, not a difficult task at all, given that predictably, this galaxy had technology that was not to the standards of Forerunners, and would likely not be for another few thousand years at the very least, provided that this cycle survived the deadly machines.

What he was more interested in was what Cerberus had to gain by implanting their own with the machine's technology. He had seen this sort of experimentation in the past with the Flood. Some of his elders believed that they too could master the taint that was once of the Precursors. Some even believed the Forerunners even more superior to them. That, Undying-Light-of-Protection knew to be false. The Forerunners were strong enough to be a challenge to the Precursor, but never to completely outdo their creators. And many had paid the price for their vanity and arrogance. Guardian had always been vocal about where he stood regarding the Flood. They were a parasite to be destroyed and never to be studied. So when the major leaders of the Forerunners agreed to containment of spores on the various Halo Installations, Guardian disagreed heavily.

So the immediate conclusion was that somehow this Illusive Man, as he had come to learn of the leader of Cerberus, thought that he could harness the machines against the galaxy. A foolish notion to be sure for a Human. Humans were not at the level to interact with the machines. And that was where the machines always won. By always placing their opposition into an unwinnable situation with the mass relays and the technology that came with the substance designated "Element Zero", the machines would almost always win.

But one thing this cycle they had not counted on or even knew much about was Guardian himself. From his observations from Eden Prime and from the battles that he witnessed from the galactic videos he witness, the machines relied upon technology that the Forerunners had already mastered and surpassed. That being said, Guardian's help was rather limited because when he went through the portal, he brought only a large enough force to defend a sizeable planet, not fight a galactic war.

And his ultimate weapon was still in the makings. When he had been reawakened by Shepard's companions, his cryptum sent out a discrete signal to all of his scattered technologies in the galaxy. It would take time to reassemble the pieces and evade the machines while doing so. He had not lied to Commander Jane Shepard when he said he could not reveal all of his tricks because he was not fully ready.

And fighting these Cerberus troopers were giving him a good idea about what was considered to be the most dangerous weapons and technology. And so far, Guardian had determined that hardly anyone carried any sort of energy-based weapons, only projectile-based weapons. While projectile weapons could be devastating with the right technology, Mass Effect technology simply could not deliver the proper amount of firepower needed to combat the Forerunners. His shielding was more than sufficient to block out damage, and that was when he purposely downgraded his shielding for the intent of discovering just what he was dealing with. Of course he would not let that become his downfall though. Arrogance was what got his many brothers and sisters killed.

But knowing that he had much against all of his enemies, Guardian knew that he had more time.

"The infiltration of their systems is complete," a voice said, "Hardly a challenge to remain undetected. I can access their communications and jam them. Or perhaps we can disable their ship entirely. It would not be difficult."

Guardian perked his ears up at his ancilla. The form that the artificial intelligence had taken was one that was an exact match of a human science fiction character, no doubt discovered after doing some sifting through Human history.

The avatar was human with a mask covering the left side of the face. The face was obviously scarred, but only the outer part of the scars were visible wherever the mask did not cover the mark. The outfit was an simple but still elegant outfit. Writing was arranged on the left side of the armor near the robe tails. The robes covered all of the arm and a part of the palm except for the fingers. The left arm was completely prosthetic, but shaped to looked a normal arm. This was not covered up and it stood out against the all-white outfit. He wore white boots that were armored.

Overall, an intimidating figure, for a Human fictional character at least.

"Disable them completely if possible," Guardian acknowledged. "We are to deliver a nuclear device aboard the enemy vessel."

"So I hear," the ancilla sounded, "A pity that they were on the wrong side. They could be of so much help. Alas it is not so."

"Just do what I said," Guardian sighed.

"Understood," the avatar spoke as he disappeared.

616 Inquisitive Paradigm simply stood with his arms behind his back as he carefully began to systematically tear about the Cerberus cruiser and effectively render it a dead mass in space. Without proper systems to operate the ship, it would be going nowhere. And it would take days to reassemble the system or even install a new one. These systems were downright pathetic compared to some of ones he had to tear apart during the war against Humanity.

"The juggernaut has been disabled," Paradigm reported. "Waiting for something else to do, Undying-Light-of-Protection."

Guardian said nothing in response, merely continuing to work on constantly updating James with new updates regarding Cerberus movements as he made his way to the nuclear device.

"Might I inquire what you are thinking about," the ancilla asked.

"I think you know," Guardian spoke softly, "And I would not advise you to display a hologram out in the open where anyone can see it."

"Commander Shepard and her crew have yet to see me," Paradigm answered, "And besides, they carry an artificial intelligence that contains coding from the machines. I think they should not find me hostile."

"Perhaps," the Forerunner conceded, "But I have yet to fully earn Shepard's trust. Even with all of our technologies that we hold, Shepard is apparently a symbol of hope in this galaxy."

"That she is," Paradigm agreed, "While going through the Cerberus systems, I found some interesting bits of information regarding Shepard."

Guardian glanced to his friend and the eye contact was enough for Paradigm to continue speaking.

"Apparently, Shepard has already been dead. Dead, as in no longer breathing, no longer showing signs of mental life. Dead in every manner."

Guardian frowned.

"And this relates to Cerberus how?"

"I'm surprised that you even need to ask," Paradigm sighed, "Cerberus spent a small fortune to bring back one Human. No organization would ever commit so much for one individual."

"What is Shepard's history with these rogues?"

"Beyond that, Shepard apparently had worked with them for a time. I believe it was out of necessity than out of willingness."

"I have no doubt," Guardian agreed, "the Human is unwavering in her beliefs. I pray that morals will mean something when all is said and done. Enough have died by these monsters."

"And many more will die," Paradigm answered, "I still have my reservations about how much this Shepard Human can do."

"Some sliver of doubt is always necessary," Guardian spoke, "Even with her."

**James P.O.V.**

James had been following the twists and turns of the hallways to the science labs.

He didn't know how the hell Guardian was doing it, but the nav point leading directly to where he needed to go along with the ideal route to take was a breath of fresh air.

Of course, he still had to contend with light Cerberus troop resistance. However, it was only a few centurions and some normal troopers. In short, theses guys were relatively simple to take out of the game. Headshots were great ways to conserve ammo, and James was always up for keeping his shooting skills sharp as honed as his physical body.

James knew Grissom Academy to be an extremely prestigious school, where the best of all Humanity went to get education. James was no brainiac when it came to this stuff. He didn't even pretend to be one. He was a soldier with some odd and end skills for combat and on-the-field work. Seeing the technology here and the stuff these guys were learning made him wish that he could understand it all. It would be nice.

Especially when he was about to retrieve a nuclear weapon, the one thing that he didn't think he'd be handling in his career as a soldier. Just the thought of it ran a jolt of fear down his spine. How the hell does anyone say that holding a nuke in-hand will be a cakewalk.

The comm came to life with the Forerunner guy.

_"Lieutenant," _he sounded, _"Do you copy?"_

"Go ahead," James affirmed.

_"I am watching Cerberus through the security cameras. They have already reached the nuke and they are arming it."_

"Dammit," James swore, "They know that we're trying to shut them down, so they're going to plan suicide."

_"It would seem."_

"You tell Shepard yet?"

_"Commander Shepard needs to worry about her charges. You do not need to worry either. I am sending you reinforcements as well."_

"You mean those weird robots," James questioned.

_ "Sentinels," _Guardian corrected.

"Right," James paused, "Yeah I don't how you do that, but I'm game to any help you can offer me."

_"Good man. But hurry. We do not have much time left."_

James took off in a sprint, all the while keeping an eye on his navigations as it adjusted just a little bit to shave off precious time that he needed.

"Uh Guardian," James said, "This is heavy enemy resistance here."

_"Just sprint through these sections," _Guardian explained, _"Sentinels will engage Cerberus forces. You should worry about securing the nuke before it runs out of time."_

And as James hurtled down the hallway, he came upon a scene of complete chaos. Sentinels were engaging and overwhelming Cerberus troopers left and right. Flying in the air left them with an advantage. James, as Guardian instructed, ignored Cerberus for the most part, only pushing those that were in his way aside. Those without shields succumbed quickly to the red rays that burned through armor like a hot knife through butter. Those with shield didn't fare that much better, only lasting a few seconds longer than their unshielded comrades.

_"The science labs should be the next hallway and all the way down."_

"Why aren't you doing anything to stop the nuke," James asked, "Not that I'm complaining, but can't you do something on your end?"

_"I am tied down between shutting down a Cerberus cruiser and defending you, Shepard, and the Prothean Javik. And I cannot provide limitless Sentinels."_

"Okay, I get it. Sorry I asked. "So what do you want me to do?"

_"I am sending you something that will help you cease the nuke detonation timer. All you need to do is input the information I send you."_

"I think I got it. I'll let you know when I'm there."

_"Make haste soldier. We only have three minutes left."_

Gritting his teeth, James pushed himself to go as fast as he could go, his breathing beginning to get heavier. Three minutes until they were all blown into oblivion and with them, the last hope for the galaxy. Or hopes, as James had slowly come to believe. Shepard had amazing luck in recruiting truly out-of-this-world individuals, but that's probably what it was going to taken to win this god-forsaken war.

_"Get to cover," _Guardian said.

Thinking quickly, James went behind some stacked crates.

"What?"

_"The Sentinels will clear the room for you."_

James held his typhoon and waited for any unlucky son of a bitch to try and ambush him just in case. But then he heard the sound of shouts and screams and groans and the familiar sounds of the red lasers shooting. It didn't last very long like when he was sprinting down the infested hallways. A minute at most, he couldn't be too sure.

It was then James realized he was holding his breath. So he exhaled rather loudly before waiting for any more noises to indicate whether or not it was safe.

One he heard silence for five seconds, the lieutenant made a break for it. With his machine gun ready, he entered the to find dead Cerberus troopers. The only other sound was the humming of the sentinels around him. They didn't really watch or acknowledge him.

_"The device is on the far side. Shut it down."_

Rushing to the terminal, James began to work his fingers at typing into the console.

"So remind me what the hell I'm doing again?"

_"Sending you the codes to hack and halt the countdown now."_

A string of codes began to appear on his omni-tool, and James quickly connecting the orange tool to the console. He didn't even press any buttons before the code seemingly worked on its own to enter the system.

Then the timer stopped with one minute and fifty-seven seconds left.

"Nuke offline," James reported through comm.

_"Shepard has been informed that the device is safely in our hands."_

"Did you tell her that it was on a timer," James asked.

_"Yes."_

"Was she mad that you didn't tell her?"

_"Does it matter if she was?"_

"Uh...yeah."

_"I take full responsibility for this, lieutenant. You need not worry."_

"Right," James acknowledged.

He took a step back from the console to get a good look at the device. The first thing that he could say about it was that it didn't look like a nuclear device. Heck, it didn't even really look terribly threatening. It was more like a small box connected to many arms. It was so small that James could easily carry it with one arm or even in his backpack. The box was black with a clear dark blue embalm that could only belong to the Systems Alliance. If James had to guess, this was some sort of recent or new development, but exactly was this thing?

"I'm not really seeing how this device is dangerous," James commented, "What exactly am I looking at?"

_"It's a mass effect power core combined with a bit of nuclear energy." _Guardian explained, _"I think you can figure out why this device is dangerous."_

"A makeshift bomb," James deduced, "Yeah, I get it."

The sound of an explosion somewhere nearby, alerted the lieutenant and he held his weapon against the doorway.

_"James, heads up," _Shepard's voice came through the comm. _"You've got Cerberus forces on you tail. Looks like they're making a last push to take us to hell."_

"Yeah, I got that part," James added snidely, "Cerberus ain't exactly subtle wi-wiat you're not mad about us not telling you we could've been blown to hell?"

_"Hell yes I'm not happy," _Shepard grumbled, _"But we're not dead yet, so I'm not going to yell at you. Yet."_

"It was Guardian's fault," James blurted.

_"But you still could've told me," _Shepard argued.

"Can we not do this now? I've got a package to get back to Guardian."

_"Like I said, you're not off the hook. So don't think we're not going to talk about this. Right now, I've got to get Sanders and the kids onto the shuttle. Shepard out."_

The moment that Shepard got off the comm, Guardian instantly began talking again.

_"Does she make it her business to know the business of the people she works for?"_

"I honestly can't put words to Commander Jane Shepard."

_"Good."_

James perked up.

"Why is that good?"

_"Those that cannot be described with words are some of the most worthy and dangerous."_

And for once, Commander Jane Shepard being mysterious and unpredictable was a good thing. Lieutenant James Vega had never thought of it like that.
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**So the next chapter will close out Grissom, which I'm sure is a relief to some of my readers. I promise you, once this is done, Tuchanka is next as well as other relevant side quests.**

**If you guys loved this chapter, let me know with a review. If you hated this chapter, then let me know why you hated it. If you've got feedback or criticism, send that my way too. And apologies for any grammar issues.**

**I hope you all enjoyed this chapter, and remember, failure is success if we learn from it.**

**Peace out!**


	42. Chapter 42: Tag 'em and Book It

Chapter 42: Tag 'em and Book It

**Grissom Academy**

** Petra Nebula**

** March 9, 2186**

** 12:51 Hours**

"I'm not really sure about this. This seems really dangerous."

Commander Jane Shepard stared closely at the small device being projected that was better known as their makeshift nuclear device. It was not intended to be a nuclear explosive device, but apparently with the right steps, it could make for a very effective makeshift weapon. Guardian told her it was a mass effect core combined with some nuclear energy.

_"I thought your life revolved around danger, Commander,"_ Guardian commented through the hologram, _"Why do you back down now?"_

"I don't doubt that this core will destroy Cerberus," Shepard began, "However, I'm worried about the after effects."

_"What after effects,"_ Guardian argued, _"In space, the effects are negligible."_

"No," Shepard shook her head, "I've seen a Mass Relay explode. That could destroy an entire system."

_"A Mass Relay is exponentially more powerful than this device,"_ the Forerunner explained, _"This would destroy Grissom Academy at worst. Perhaps anything within a radius that will not even come close to harming anything substantial."_

Shepard crossed her arms in response to that and gave a scowl. Guardian instantly knew the problem that the human had with his plan. Grissom apparently was the place where this galaxy's Humanity sent their very best. It was no surprise that Shepard had some reservations about this place.

But reservations did not win wars. Action did, even if they were regrettable.

_"Commander,"_ he reiterated, _"Do you wish to leave this station for Cerberus to return to? Is it worth it?"_

"You said that the cruiser is dead in space," Shepard recalled, "Isn't that grounds enough not to use this?"

_"I disabled their flagship. I cannot promise that they will not send shuttles and dropships with reinforcements. Or for that matter I cannot promise that Cerberus will not send additional ships to finish what they started. I am skilled, but even I have limits."_

Guardian spoke with calm, but anyone with hearing could tell it was not merely just calm. Shepard knew all too much about this tone. She'd heard it from others so many times and was no stranger to using it herself.

"_And every moment we waste here,"_ Guardian continued, _"Is another the machines you call Reapers get at harvesting your civilizations. The time for niceties and caution has long passed. This is not a war of tactics or strategy. This is a war for life itself. You of all people should know this."_

Shepard understood the logic, but just the same, Grissom was an Alliance asset. If she destroyed the station, or damaged it, she was likely going to questioned about her decision by Alliance command. That was the last thing that she needed right now as she fought this war. And besides, Shepard hated this philosophy of destroying potential assets in order to slow the enemy down.

Ironic since she didn't hesitate to destroy the Collector's base, but that was a far different scenario. This was Human technology, not Reaper technology.

"Do you think I don't know this war is about survival," Shepard deadpanned, "I've known that for years now."

_"Then why do you hesitate,"_ Guardian questioned, _"If Cerberus does use technology that indoctrinates them, then you know that they will return here."_

Shepard gritted her teeth, her fists tightening around the air. There wasn't enough time for this. Yes, sacrifices had to be made. It wasn't even a living sacrifice, and yet Shepard knew that it wasn't a good excuses.

Giving up small parts of one's morality could have really disastrous effects in the future. This was something that Shepard knew from experience. And that was why she always stayed true to what she believed, only resorting to the things she hated when she needed to. But in the end, Shepard would regret these actions.

"Do what you must," she sighed violently, "I have people protect. Just make sure we don't get caught in the blast. And if you can, radio the Normandy."

Without another word, the hologram of Guardian vanished from sight.

Shepard turned to check up on Jack who was more or less occupied with keeping her students safe. Javik and James had gone off to make certain that no more Cerberus forces could persue them to this landing zone.

Everything had seriously gone to hell. Between the Guardian's insane plan, his Sentinel minions being creepy as hell as they patrolled each entrance to make sure there were no more troopers attacking, and her having to get the kids out of Grissom, she was surprised that she was remaining this grounded to reality. At this point, she missed the Arbiter's rather stoic and quiet demeanor.

_I wonder what he would do in this situation…_

Strange was the first thing that came to mind as Shepard uttered those words in her mind. The Arbiter was possibly one of the least social currently on the crew. This was sort of like how Thane Krios was: mysterious, calm, and stoic to a fault. But Shepard knew that their personalities were the result of two different lives.

Thane was trained to be an assassin from the age of six. But even trained to kill without regret, hesitation, or mercy, he was able to find love. He had a wife once and now he had a son that he talked to as far as she knew. Thane was more than an assassin, even if he said otherwise. And the little known fact that few knew, but Thane did carry regret, but he kept it together despite the hidden darkness he harbored.

The Arbiter was a soldier trained from his early childhood as well. Shepard saw the Arbiter much differently than Thane. Unlike Thane, the Arbiter was not a lone wolf, at least not the way Thane was. Shepard knew a leader when she saw one, and the Arbiter was one such. His voice carried weight and authority, but it also carried an underlying tone of caring. He passed off his advice as a 'live or die' lecture, but Shepard was past believing he didn't care.

That being said, Shepard was finding him to be the most difficult to get to open up. He was constantly finding ways to ignore her or shut her out. And he was doing it in a way that no one else had ever done before. That angered her, the fact that she couldn't calmy work her way to the Arbiter.

But that anger also worked to motivate her. Shepard would try again to talk to him.

Once she returned to the Normandy.

Seeing that Jack was just watching her students, Shepard decided that now was the time to get back in touch.

"Hey," Jack called to her, "You seemed off in space."

"You noticed," Shepard raised an eye.

"I'm noticing a lot of things about you," Jack crossed her arms, "For one thing, you look like hell."

"I've been better," Shepard shrugged. "A war for survival is raging out there. Now I'm starting to understand what you had to go through."

"I'm flattered, Shepard, but that's not what I mean," Jack stepped forward, "Something's seriously nagging at you. I know that look. Hell I've seen it in myself."

Shepard moved to say something, but Jack cut the commander off almost immediately.

"And don't feed me that bullshit about being okay. I've done that myself too. Don't sugarcoat it. What's going on? Spare no details."

What was going on indeed?

That was the very question that Commander Shepard had yet to figure out. She might as well be done telling people that she was fine. If anyone knew her enough, they'd know that she was anything but fine. Between Reapers and all the races being a major pain in the ass, she was amazed that she even retained her sanity.

And now the tables had turned. Not only was Jack possibly less insane that Shepard, but she was also asking Shepard if she was okay. And Jack had been put through torture as a kid, killed people even in her early days, was extremely distrustful of people, and on top of that, she was borderline psychopathic. Meanwhile, Shepard was kind, warm, understanding, diplomatic, loving, and genuine. The commander was everything that Jack wasn't.

And now for even the slightest of times, Jack was doing what Shepard should be doing.

"Everything's going on, Jack," Shepard put a hand to her head, "I've got politicians riding my ass for favors, Reapers out to kill me and the galaxy, two interdimensional travellers with some serious attitude, a team that's stressed. Goddammit, I don't know what the hell I'm doing."

Shepard's free hand clenched.

"I have no idea what I'm doing. I'm like...I sometimes don't even know if what I'm doing is worth it. Times like this, I sometimes just want to say to hell with it all and stop fighting. It's selfish, but I want that."

What came next took Shepard from her mourning. Jack grabbed both of her shoulders and forced the commander to look into her brown eyes.

"Come on, Shepard," she said, "I know that you've got shit to put together, but don't let us down. We're all trusting you to save us. The pricks may not want to say it like that, but they don't know how else to fight. You do."

**Jack P.O.V.**

Truly, it was a one-in-a-million times that anyone would ever get to see the unstoppable Commander Jane Shepard falter like she was doing now. And to do it within eyesight and earshot of many other witnesses. To anyone normal, it would be a sign of weakness and hopelessness. If the hero of the galaxy was breaking down, what hopes was there left?

But Jack was extremely abnormal, and also a close friend to Shepard. And in the biotic's opinion, the girl scout had every right to feel this way. Everyone was turning to this woman to solve their problems. Jack knew the effectiveness of Shepard personally in combat as well as in conversation. Truly, there wasn't anything that Shepard couldn't do it seemed. And that was why people always went to her to solve their problems.

_Because they're all a bunch of stuck-up pussies who can't get their shit together. _Jack grumbled mentally. _And here my best girlfriend is paying the price for it._

"You know Jack," Shepard chuckled weakly, "I may not be tortured or brutally hit or forced into arena fights, but everyone might as well be causing me the worst pain yet. It's easy hide it because I've done it for so long."

And now that Jack considered Shepard's disposition, she could see the connection. Shepard might not have been raised in a survival environment like she had, but right now, the politicians and people in need may as well be causing just as much suffering for her as Cerberus to Jack. And that was not right. But what could she demand from the Alliance?

"I know Shepard," Jack stepped closer. "But hold on. Just think, you get to live off the royalties from the vids and the galaxy won't ever ask you any more favors."

"No they won't," Shepard shook her head. "I don't think they'll ever stop asking, but maybe I'll finally be selfish and say to hell with it all once this is all done."

"No one deserves it more than you," Jack agreed. "But even if these assholes are pushing you, remember that you can demand just as much back."

"Yeah," Shepard nodded. "Anyway, enough about me. How have you been? I never expected this from you."

Jack frowned just slightly at Shepard brushing off her problems like they could wait. How much longer could the all-powerful Shepard keep her emotions reined in?

Jack released the negative thoughts. A good change of pace was needed about now. Anything other than what was raging in the galaxy was a nice change of pace. So Jack dropped the subject. But make no mistake, she wasn't about to forget.

"Neither did I," Jack sighed. "Truth be told I've wondered if my brain's been working right for these few months. But I'm in too deep to go back. These kids, they're family now."

Jack's expression darkened.

"And if anyone ever so much as looks at them the wrong way," the tatooed-woman gritted, "I will make them go through hell a thousand times over."

"I'm glad that you've found something to fight for," Shepard smiled. "Good to know that family still is worth something."

"What about you Shepard," Jack inclined towards Shepard. "Do you have something to fight for?"

"The galaxy," Shepard said immediately. "The lives of all men, women, and children."

"That's not what I'm talking about. Shepard, do you have family to fight for? I fight everyday for these kids. Do you fight for more than the galaxy?"

"The Normandy crew. Garrus. Liara. Kaidan."

"Aren't you in a relationship with that last one," Jack perked up.

"Was," Shepard corrected.

Shit. Now Jack felt terrible for asking about it. But it was to be expected in a way. Jack had been there when Kaidan had rejected Shepard. That had been almost as painful as the betrayals she faced in her life. And now Shepard was putting up with the burden alone. That would explain the sudden weirdness now.

_Maybe I should give that asshole a piece of my mind, _Jack thought. _Nobody hurts Shepard and thinks that they can get away with it._

"Jack," Shepard warned, "I don't need you to kill my teammate. We're friends. Amazingly enough, we were able to work it out like adults."

Jack held her ground and stared down Shepard. She needed to know that her friend's words were true, and not something that she made up to hide pain. And Jack knew how to tell when she was being fed lies.

Shepard wasn't lying.

Jack sighed.

"I'm sorry," Jack managed. "I just...argh, I can't stand it. You're my best friend Shepard."

"I get it," the commander raised her hands. "But I'm tough. I'll pull through."

Jack was about to respond when Shepard put a hand to her earpiece. Jack closed her mouth and waited.

"_Shepard, it's James," _a voice through their comms sounded. _"We're ready to arm the bomb. We'll do it on your mark. Once we start, there's no stopping."_

"Is the station clear of hostiles," Shepard asked.

"_Affirmative," _the lieutenant said. _"But we need to hurry. Reinforcements could be coming up real soon."_

"Got it. Shepard out."

The Human spectre turned to her fellow biotic.

"Are you students ready to move?"

"I'll get'em up."

Jack turned to see her students.

"Alright, kiddies! We're moving. Don't grab anything that's gonna weigh you down."

Her students instantly responded to her voice and began to grab their things and rally around her. If there was one thing she could count on was that they listened. That was a good thing considering that Jack hated to repeat herself more than once.

"Alright. Time to put those lessons to use. You see anything remotely Cerberus, blow it to hell. Pick your targets carefully, and no heroics. We're heading to the shuttle."

"Shepard," she turned to the commander. "We'll be going our own route. You got it from here?"

"If you need help," Shepard cocked her gun. "Give us a shout. We can send all sorts of reinforcements."

Those weird machine things that floated around and shot lasers. They were weird to be certain, but Jack had seen far scarier things, and even more weird things. If they killed Cerberus, she was fine by them.

"Got it, Shepard." Jack grabbed her pistol. "Let's move, guys. Don't fall behind."

**Guardian P.O.V.**

"I'm still not really convinced that we're going to be okay,"

Undying-Light-of-Protection continued to tap on hsi holographic projection screen, but he was also attentive to the Human's words as well. He had done so many years ago with his brothers and sisters.

"Take it from a race of species that knows technology like no other," Guardian assured. "I can work this as naturally as I can breathe."

"I find that hard to believe," James stated. "Can't be that easy."

"Just humor me," the Forerunner sighed. "Unless you have experience in mass effect manipulation and nuclear reaction knowledge, I am going to do what I know."

There was no words spoken between the two, but James relented silently. He was a soldier, not a scientist. And the Forerunner knew this very well.

"You know," Inquisitive Paradigm sounded in his helmet, "You could be a little more open. Your sanity would improve vastly."

Ignoring the artificial intelligence, Guardian put the finishing touch on the explosive device and then using telekinesis built into his armor, he carefully lifted the item into the shuttle set on auto-pilot.

Of course this plan was not entirely without some small bugs. The timer was still set at one minute and fifty-seven seconds. That had not changed because there was no need. The detonation timer could be restarted by Guardian at his beckon and call. And he had specifically programmed the bomb in a way that no one would be able to bypass it. In order to ensure that the bomb could not be disabled, he also programmed the bomb to self-destruct if tampered with.

"The mere fact that you are telling me this does little to ease my mind," Guardian said. "You have remained with me for the past 50,000 years. If my sanity is in question, then yours is as well."

"I knew you would say that," Paradigm sighed. "But I say it out of concern. Could you just please interpret my words as such?"

"At a later time," the Forerunner carefully released his hold on the device.

With the Cerberus shuttle now equipped and programmed to fly, it was now Shepard's turn.

"Shepard," James said. "We've got the bomb ready to blow Cerberus into spacedust. Waiting for you word."

The conversation on the comm channel was rather moot as the sound of the door followed by Shepard and Javik entering.

"Where's the others," James tilted his head.

"Jack took another way,"Shepard shrugged her shoulders. "I didn't ask why."

It was then that the door at the far end of the shuttle bay opened to reveal Jack, her students, and Kahlee Sanders.

"Now I know what she needed to do," Shepard blurted.

"Commander," Sanders nodded. "Sorry about going dark. I had to deal with a few Cerberus troopers."

"It's fine Sanders," Shepard assured. "We're getting ready to spring the trap."

"Just give the word commander," Guardian's hologram lit up. "I can send the shuttle and fighter escort as soon as you say so. If Cerberus pings it, an automatic message will be sent that the objective has been accomplished."

"Good," Shepard breathed. "What about our shuttle?"

James pointed the barrel of his gun to the blue shuttle parked nearby. Shepard smiled a bit before turning to Jack.

"Jack, get the students on board. We're leaving."

"Got it. Alright kids, you heard the woman. Get moving."

Without any hesitation, the kids began to file into the shuttle, Guardian observed each and every one of them as they boarded. They were children, that much was certain. Although he was telepath, he could definitely see the marks of youth. So young and full of life and much potential. Perhaps later he might be encouraged to see their capabilities.

"So I'm assuming that you guys will distract them from seeing us," Shepard deduced. "And given that the cruiser is dead in the waters, that will be easy."

"Yes," Guardian said. "But we should make ready now."

The commander nodded her head.

"Shepard to Normandy. Do you copy?"

_"Loud and clear." _Joker sounded, _"So you guys wanna explain the plan now? Not that I'm complaining about the down cruiser."_

"We're flying a makeshift bomb to Cerberus," Shepard paced. "So ignore the Cerberus shuttle and fighters. When we're aboard the Normandy, just get us to the the relay."

_"Payback," _Joker crooned. _"Whose idea?"_

"Our newest Forerunner charge," Shepard grunted.

_"I like him already," _Joker exclaimed.

_I wish I could say that the feeling is mutual, _Guardian mentally thought. _Alas it is not so, at least not yet._

"Just be ready," Shepard reiterated. "Shepard out."

Guardian knew her to be sore about what they were doing. It puzzled him to no end. Regardless, she would be forced to acknowledge a hard truth one way or another if she continued these actions she wished.

With a silence that filled the air with tension and apprehension, everyone piled into the cramped shuttle. Guardian opted to crouch by the co-pilot seat while James piloted the shuttle. Shepard remained with Jack, Sanders, and the students. Javik seated himself in the co-pilot seat, preferring to be with the only other alien on-board.

"Bringing shuttle and fighters online," Guardian tapped on his console. "All systems are at nominal strength. Piloting now."

While he reported these things out to the shuttle group, he did neglect to tell them that he was not working alone in this task, but they needn't know that. And he also failed to tell them that in while going through Cerberus databanks, he was going through Alliance databanks as well. Because there was no intelligence monitoring the systems that could even detect let alone stop him, it made it a simple task. Doing so aboard the Normandy was bound to have disastrous consequences.

The shuttle and the two fighter escorts began to automatically pilot themselves into open space. Their own shuttle did not respond yet. They had to be certain that Cerberus would take the bait.

"Joker," Shepard put a hand to her ear. "Send us your coordinates."

_"Sending coordinates now," _Joker reported. _"And is that a mass effect core that I'm detecting on the move?"_

"It's the bomb," Shepard explained. "Just ignore it and look for us."

Shepard squelched her comms before Joker could get in another jab. She would humor him later.

"I just sent the transmission with the all-clear signal," Guardian said. "We can begin to move. But be sure to engage the stealth drives."

"Roger that," James pressed a few buttons. "Stealth drive working now."

Like the Normandy, the UT-47A Shuttle would not cut off visual scanners or anyone looking out a window. So there was no danger.

"Looks like Alfred wasn't kidding," James whistled. "Got lots of fighters and shuttles just itching to get in on the action."

Shepard merely nodded and held her gaze to the kids. They all looked at her with inquisitive stares. Jack bit her lips unconsciously; Sanders remained neutral more or less.

"...wait," Shepard did a double take. "Alfred?"

"A nickname, as you Humans say," Guardian elaborated. "I do not understand it personally."

_Leave it to the lieutenant to make up nicknames, _Shepard mused.

"I too fail to see the meaning," Javik growled from the co-pilot seat. "I fail to understand why you Humans even bother."

_Protheans could never really understand the concept of humor, _Guardian's helmeted head stared at the back of Javik's' head. _A shame really._

"Ah shit," James cursed. "Stray fighters on our tail."

For a moment, there was a universal look of panic across everyone's faces. The shuttle was capable of fighting back, but it would not be long before. Guardian had scanned the shuttle and it had limited protection as it was now.

"I will take of them," Guardian began to work his hologram controls. "Stay on course to the Normandy."

_"Normandy to Shepard," _Joker came over the channel. _"Three fighters are deviating. Am I to assume that's you they're chasing?"_

"Don't engage Joker," the shuttle rocked as Shepard held on. "Just stick to the plan. We're working on it."

_"Not flying like that you're not," _Joker argued back. _"And who's flying anyway?"_

"Do you really want me to answer that," Shepard gritted her teeth.

"Yes. No. Just tell me you have a way to deal with it"

Guardian quickly had accessed the nearby systems of the fighters, ignoring the maneuvers that James was doing in order for the shuttle to remain in one piece. Their statuses of the shuttles were displayed on his screen. Now to just plant a small worm…

"Guardian," Shepard yelled. "Any time today please."

He did not respond to Shepard's anger as he sent out his attack against the fighters. Another bolt struck the shuttle and they all struggled to remain upright.

And then there was no more shooting and no more crazy flying.

"Uh," James checked his scanners. "They stopped."

"What," Shepard moved to stand by James.

"Don't know what just happened," James shrugged.

Shepard's eyes flickered to the Guardian. His helmet visor stared at her, and then she glanced at the image of three fighters on his display.

"I know," Shepard muttered under her breath.

"We're approaching the Normandy now," James said. "Might wanna tell Joker to open the cargo bay and not shoot at us."

"Right," the commander spoke. "Joker, we're about to decloak. Open the shuttle bay."

_"Roger that. All personnel in the shuttle bay, clear out."_

The Normandy could be see floating in space, with little signs of activity. Power to the ship had been minimized in order to avoid detection.

_"Alright, shuttle bay is clear. Opening doors now."_

The doors to the bay opened and James took the cue and slowed down so as not to crash into anything. The last thing they needed was to damage the shuttle trying to land it.

"Guardian," Shepard said. "When is that bomb going off?"

"Ten seconds," Guardian immediately answered.

A second of silence.

"What the hell?! Joker, shuttle doors closed now. And jump!

"_What's the big hurry," _Normandy pilot asked.

"Seven seconds," Guardian stated.

"Bomb's gonna blow," Shepard spouted out quickly.

"Ah hell," Joker swore. "EDI now!"

There was moment that everyone expected to be consumed, but then there was silence. The only sound was of the shuttle that was still with engine power.

_"We're clear," _Joker sighed. _"Too damn close. Seriously, a little warning."_

"I would have if Guardian had the decency to tell me," Shepard glared at her newest squadmate.

"You never asked," Guardian opened the shuttle door. "And we were in no danger."

Guardian descended from the shuttle as everyone else watched him go. Shepard face-palmed.

_I can't believe I'm saying this, but the Arbiter would be great company._

**It finally came. After over a month of waiting, it came at last. This means that I'm officially on winter break. And that means you guys can expect at least another update in a couple of weeks, maybe sooner.**

**So the mission to Grissom is over and we're going to the Citadel to drop off the students and Jack. It took longer than I expected.**

**The missions on Tuchanka are under development. Like I've said, the story is mapped out basically; it just needs to be written down. I've been doing some research and watching whatever I can. I don't own Halo 5: Guardians or an Xbox One, but I did watch the campaign. It was bland and a waste of potential in my opinion, but I did get some useful stuff from it. Now to implement it. Some of that will come up in the Tuchanka mission.**

**That being said, if you guys loved this chapter, let me know in a review. If you hated this chapter, tell me why. And critique is always read by me as well as ideas. You can call me out on any grammar because I wanted to get this out ASAP.**

**I hope you guys all enjoyed reading this chapter, thank you all for your patience, and remember, be somebody who makes everyone feel like a somebody.**

**Peace out!**
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Chapter 43: The Signs

**SSV-Nor****mandy SR-2**

** En Route to Petra Relay**

**March 9, 2186**

** 13:17 Hours**

Thel 'Vadam had grown to understand body language and facial features, what they meant, and how to best deal with them. If he lacked these skills, it would make him a poor Supreme Commander of a Covenant fleet. This same ability to interpret these non-verbal signs extended to not only his fellow Sangheili but the Unggoy, the Kig-Yar, the Jiralhanae, the Huragok, and even the Yanme'e.

If he was asked to judge a Human's body language and facial features, he would say that they were actually quite recognizable. Humans were emotional creatures by nature, and in some ways were comparable to Jiralhanae, though Humans had far softer features and a bit more refined in their expression that the Jiralhanae. Not surprising given that Jiralhanae were only advanced because of the San'Shyuum.

So when he saw Commander Jane Shepard exit the dropship that was for missions, he could tell something was not right. Her posture was stiff, almost unnaturally so. Her hands were clenched tightly into fists. But these paled in comparison to her face, which despite looking neutral was anything but. The expression was unnatural-looking in general, and the Arbiter did not need to be able to read individuals to know that.

And there was also the rather unstable atmosphere that he thought that he felt. The Arbiter did believe that sometimes some emotions were so potent that they were tangible, and the Sangheili knew could not possibly be in the best of places if his senses were telling him correctly.

He also did notice the other various passengers that descended. The Forerunner and Prothean had taken off rather quickly to be alone. The Forerunner was still a rather sore subject for the Arbiter, and he wished to avoid that one for now until he could sort himself out. He held no personal grudge against Undying-Light-of-Protection, but the Forerunners had been the source of a lifelong lie for the Arbiter. Right now, he could not find it in his conscious to let that go so easily. As much as he respected the Forerunners for their gifts to his people, they were also the false gods that the San'Shyuum had portrayed them to be as well.

The Prothean, as far as Thel was concerned, was fighting for a very good reason: vengeance. The last of a dead race seeking vengeance against those that murdered his people, however impossible the task was something that any worthy Sangheili would do. In the same position, the Arbiter felt he would do the same thing. The thing that the Arbiter found frustratingly annoying was the fact that the Prothean was above others. It just brought up too many bad memories. He would try hard not to hold it against Javik.

There were a great deal of other Humans both male and female that departed from the shuttle and took a look around the shuttle bay. They failed to notice that the Arbiter spied on them from afar and with his active camouflage active. Judging by their appearance they were adolescents on the verge of adulthood. Nothing special about them stood out to him, but apparently they were worth something to the Alliance.

There was also a Human woman that stood out amongst the others. She wore very unusual clothing, and was covered in what the Arbiter saw to be tattoos. It was puzzling why Humans found such pleasure in the markings that seemed permanent. The Human Sergeant Johnson had once tried to explain it to him. Apparently, these marks were willingly placed and held value if a person so chose to retain it. The Arbiter thought that it could mean nothing more than pain. The mark that adorned him would always make him think so.

So the mission was successful Thel assumed.

Thel returned to his corner and took to looking back at his Omni-tool. EDI the artificial intelligence had spoken to him earlier about getting him a model that was more suited to his personal taste, as she noted that while he used it effectively in combat, was not an ideal model to use as there were far more preferable models for melee combat. Although he never said it explicitly,

Now, he was merely using the holographic device in order to do some reading. He had taken to reading about the various races and their histories, a rather hidden interest. It was not without reason though. The Arbiter had always thought that history taught him how to prepare for the future. And learning history taught a great deal of things for those with the patience to digest it.

Reading about the various histories of the Citadel races brought about very angered thoughts. The Citadel Race preached of a galactic community in which all were equal and all had a voice. However, what he was reading told him anything but that. The Citadel Council existed to elevate a few and downplay others. It was not unlike the Covenant in some respects.

The Arbiter was finding more and more reason to despise this galaxy that he resided in, and yet, at the same time, he could not help but pity it in a small way. It was caught in very similar circumstances. Perhaps not in the same manner, but ultimately, Thel saw no difference. A select few in power, and others scrambling to find the next best spot to be in.

Apart from this, Thel had taken to seeing just what was different about this Humanity compared to the one he was familiar with. As it turned out, there was actually very little difference. Altercations to history aside, the Sangheili saw the same thing: a people that thought emotionally and were eager to prove themselves. They were young in space travel, but they could surprise him still.

"Arbiter," a familiar voice called out.

The Arbiter did not respond to Shepard's voice for a moment. The title of Arbiter more and more felt of a heavier weight on his shoulders. It was a title given to him by the San'Shyuum, the same traitors that sentenced his people to slaughter. Thel found more and more reason to dislike it. But did his own brethren not call him the same but with respect and with the original meaning of the title?

"Shepard," he greeted quietly. "You mission was successful, yes?"

"You saw that," she tilted her head. "I didn't think you cared."

"I do not," the Sangheili affirmed. "But if you deem it important, then I will not judge."

The silence that filled the air was unknowable. Shepard seemed to stare at the Arbiter with an expression that the Arbiter thought of as longing.

"How goes your mission with the Forerunner and the Prothean," Thel questioned. "And why seek my company?"

"Honest truth," Shepard sat on a nearby crate. "Your company is much more preferable right now."

"I doubt that," Thel muttered. "I am hardly good company."

"Just humor me," she sighed. "For a few minutes. You didn't look busy, more like daydreaming."

Letting out a curse in his native language, the Arbiter reluctantly turned to face the Human woman. For a species that had never seen Sangheili, she was getting frighteningly good at discerning his doings. Then again, perhaps the Turians were of a close enough resemblance for her to be able to read him.

"What did you just say," Shepard asked. "My translator didn't get that?"

"Nothing you need to worry about," the Arbiter responded cooly "It is my native tongue."

"Ah," she nodded. "How did you learn to speak our language?"

"When you spend enough time with Humans, you have to learn."

It was a neutral answer to be certain, but a truthful one still. Shepard need not know that he had spied on Humans before burning them from orbit. She need not know that he spent countless hours practicing their language so he could make his intent clear to them when he slaughtered them.

Thel watched as Shepard got up and stood close to him, the distance between them leading him to crane his neck and stare her in the eyes very carefully. Even sitting as he was, the Arbiter still stood taller than Shepard standing.

Her eyes were still emerald-green, a color that was rare amongst the Sangheili. And those eyes were the sort that sought to pierce through things and get to the very core of anything. Although he stance was relaxed and calm, her eyes were busy searching him.

That made Thel just a bit conscious about this situation.

He coughed very loudly.

Shepard blinked, but remained otherwise unchanged in her demeanor.

"Are you deliberately trying to hide something from me," Shepard crossed her arms. "I feel like I'm only learning a half-truth here and there."

_She is not incorrect, _he mused. _But she will be left guessing._

"What does it matter if I am," he said. "Who I was is of no consequence to this war, nor to you."

"It's past experiences that shape you as a person," Shepard shook her head. "I trust you on the battlefield because I've seen you in action. I don't know you as a person."

_Still she tries, _Thel thought. _Why though?_

The Arbiter chose not to answer Shepard in the least. He simply stared at her,

**Shepard P.O.V.**

She knew that something was up. There had to be given his silence. He may be of a different species, but one thing that she could instantly pick up was a sense of contemplation of sharing.

Shepard had seen it many times in the Arbiter's rather neutral attitude. He claimed to know the meaning and price of a galactic-wide threat yet he withheld information from her. It had to be for personal reasons. The Arbiter was an extremely logical and rational person as the commander had come to understand.

But what reasons could he have? She'd thought about it, but could not yet find a solution yet, and asking the Arbiter was just asking for trouble. No, she had to first find out what she could first. Shepard could only surmise that when the Arbiter was backed in a corner was when he forced himself out of what he normally did.

Or at least that's what she thought.

"You've only given me a brief overview of your fights," Shepard spoke. "There must be something else. You can't tell me there isn't more."

"There were many things," the Arbiter deadpanned. "What of it? What interest does it hold to you?"

"You're here because you can help me stave off a genocidal threat," Shepard pressed. "You said so yourself. So I need to know how you do it. It might give me an idea or two."

"That depends on how your Alliance fights," he said. "From what I've seen, your technology is vastly inferior to the Reapers. However outmatched you are, there are ways to win. I've seen Humans win against all odds."

"How," Shepard held his gaze.

"Unconventional tactics," he answered. "I do recall some Human victories over the Covenant Loyalists when we joined bands. Slingshot maneuvers, well-planned ambush attacks, and using our own firepower against us are just some of the tactics."

Shepard considered his words for a moment. It was certainly true that advanced technology meant little if one didn't know how to use it smartly. Unfortunately, the Reapers were smart, tenacious, and unyielding. So such tactics were limited and couldn't be used often less the Reapers learn to counter those that did work.

"Is there a problem, commander," the Arbiter broke her train of thought.

It sounded like he was just a little bit annoyed. It wasn't surprising, as he was offering advice and if Shepard's facial signs were any indication, he was likely interpreting her hesitance. How did he read Human emotions so quickly?

"The Reapers are on a different level than the rest of the galaxy," Shepard explained. "It takes us an entire fleet just to destroy one Reaper."

"How appropriately...underwhelming," he said.

Shepard felt irrational anger grip at her. She should keep her cool, as he would likely only use her emotions as ammunition against her. He was a brilliant mind, and used whatever advantage he could against his opponents.

So Shepard mentally took a few breaths, but adopted a stern expression as she didn't back down from the shared gaze.

"You know," she said. "For an Arbiter, you do seem more skilled at barking more than biting."

He said nothing, didn't move, and didn't show any sign of being shaken up. That almost certainly was worse than him responding in any sort of way. If the commander were not as composed as she was, she might be even more annoyed than she already was.

"And for a savior of the galaxy," the Arbiter bit back. "You are surprisingly good at being naive and idealistic when survival of the galaxy is at stake."

Shepard felt a slight twitch to her eye, but otherwise remained unchanged. It was also then that she noticed their very close proximity.

Really close proximity.

She took two steps back.

"I should go."

Before she could turn to leave the maze of crates, he let out a few more words.

"If you are the savior of the galaxy," he said. "You must be prepared to change and adapt, otherwise you will die."

Shepard stopped, shifting her head over her shoulder to glance at him. Then she turned to leave, a bit more swiftly this time.

Okay, so maybe the Arbiter was a bit more than she cared to handle right now. Maybe he was defiant of her. Maybe he was also constantly finding ways to poke at her. Maybe he wasn't completely seeing things like she did. Maybe he wasn't being forthcoming with what she wanted.

And maybe, somehow against all logic, she liked that.

A lot.

It was so like Shepard to find a way to always get people to do what she asked and what she wanted. Somehow she always found a way to get what she needed or wanted from people. It was a skill that the commander didn't abuse, but was proud of. So to find a person who was more or less immune to that skill, it was...interesting.

Those amber eyes, they were so full of secrets she wanted to know about, but they were so well guarded as well. He wouldn't tell her of his own volition, at least not for now. And he wasn't subtle about not wanting to share in certain knowledge. He wasn't a scheming politician. He was most definitely a warrior at heart with his extremely blunt nature.

The Arbiter, in one word, was still unknown to her.

Shepard boarded the elevator and just stared at the wall in silence as she ascended to her quarters. It wasn't like she had just him for information. Guardian was far more receptive to her, but perhaps that was because he seemed familiar with Humans. He more or less was willing to give her something, even if in a slow and gradual process. It was annoying that he held back when the galaxy was tearing itself apart.

Of course, this time, as the elevator rode up, she quickly disregarded the idea of visiting him. She just needed to get her mind off her infuriating team members. Between Guardian's little stunt at Grissom and the Arbiter's still-infallible wall, the commander needed to rest.

The elevator door parted and Shepard took in the familiar sight of her room. Noticing the fish tank, she quickly began to feed the fish. The little swimming creatures were quick to take notice of food.

_What would I give to have an automatic fish feeder, _Shepard thought. _I should check when we're on the Citadel if there's a VI for this._

Shepard felt a sudden stiffness in her body, and she moved to sit down on her couch, letting out an explosive sigh. The furniture could stand to be more comfortable than it was. It pained her to admit it, but the Joker was right about one thing: Cerberus knew how to make their crew comfortable. The Alliance retrofits were lacking in that way. But Shepard could forgive the slightly uncomfortable furniture because sitting sounded better than standing right now.

After taking some time to simply let herself relax a bit, Shepard raised her omni-tool and looked to see that she had received some new messages.

The first one was from Aria T'Loak.

Shepard stopped at that name. That Asari was someone that Shepard didn't really want to be around much. She was questionably out of her mind and took perverse pleasure in some strange things. The woman's displeasure was further raised when she said that she was on the Citadel of all places. Just what in the living hell was a warlord doing there?

_Shit must've really hit the fan, _Shepard mused.

There were some progress reports from Mordin. He said that so far, the samples from the two female Krogan were a bit fragmented and he needed more time to breaking down exactly the parts he needed. In addition, there was a further complication as Wrex, even if his tissues were healthy, were aged enough that it may make the cure for the Genophage less effective. Pure speculation, the Salarian doctor said, but Shepard wouldn't take it lightly.

Another message was from Liara, concerning the Arbiter strangely enough. Her Asari friend said that the Sangheili was someone that should be investigated more. As Shepard had also thought about, Liara stated that his obstinate nature was further reason to delve into what he was holding back. She'd have to talk to the Shadow Broker when she was feeling more up for it, but it was good to know she wasn't the only one concerned.

And the message that she came across was from the Arbiter himself. Shepard puzzled at this. How did he learn about this stuff so fast? He wasn't one to ask for help, so he had to do this himself.

Curious, Shepard began to read.

**Guardian/ Paradigm P.O.V.**

616 Inquisitive Paradigm paced in his holographic form. Nearby was Undying-Light-of-Protection, who was currently focusing his attention on a device amongst his many technological pieces occupying the room. If not for experimental backpack shrinking technology, carrying this much technology would be far more difficult. There was still a great deal more to unpack and not enough space to do it in.

Paradigm and Guardian had been debating whether or not to use their network established throughout this galaxy. Using the mass relay network was risky given the Reapers controlled those.

_ What I would not give for the Domain,_ Paradigm thought glumly._ What I would not give._

The best thing that the two of them had to navigate and communicate with the various places in the galaxy were several communication probes located around various and random locations in the galaxy. They scoured each system and reported back any going-ons to Guardian.

But now Guardian was more or less occupied with his work. Still, it was time to make a general report, even if there was nothing of particular note.

"The machines have moved into the less populated systems," Paradigm stopped pacing. "Their patterns indicate an extensive search for something."

"Explain," Guardians didn't look up from his work.

"Unknown,"Paradigm shrugged. "Their purpose is clear; cleanse the galaxy of all life. This cycle has repeated for possibly billions of years. And they claim it is to save the galaxy."

"They have a reason to believe their way is the only outcome," Guardian replied. "Even if it is not truly correct. What of it?"

"Then surely if that is the case," Paradigm put a hand to his chin, "Then surely they have something to gain from all of these killings. I see no reason."

"I would not expect you to," Guardian said, "Otherwise we would have already stopped them. And I doubt that we will ever understand what they do."

Undying-Light-of-Protection knew his ancilla to always be questioning the way of things, and the Reapers as the Protheans had dubbed the machines, were a puzzle piece that seemed to have no piece in the puzzle. Both of them had spent time in thought about these things. They were partly organic, but also partly machine. In theory, a perfect mesh of organic and inorganic life.

But was not the purpose of said meshing meant to bring about a race in which violence was no longer a necessity, but a last line of defense? Should the Reapers not be spreading their knowledge and wisdom if they claimed to be the so-called saviors of the galaxy? Or if not this, then at least leaving other species be and silently guard from the lesser-known parts of space? What was their reason for believing that what they were doing was preserving life in the galaxy? Knowing this could change everything.

Ever since the Reapers retreated back to dark space 50,000 years ago, Guardian had briefly travelled the galaxy and visited all worlds that showed heavy Reaper activity. In that time, the only thing that he established was that they were only doing one thing: killing all life for no reason.

A recent data mining into Cerberus and Alliance databanks had given him a bit more insight into the Reaper's motives. But even with the knowledge of why the Reapers carried out their crusades, it did not explain what they hoped to gain from these murders.

Add this to the fact that the Forerunner knew that the Reapers attacked each cycle in exactly the same way as before was only further proof that they were indeed trying to accomplish something.

His thoughts turned to the Flood. Much like the Reapers, the parasite destroyed life, and consumed all sentient life. But then again, the Flood were the remains of the Precursors, the very race that sought the destruction of the Forerunners, his own people. They claimed his people to be unworthy, but many speculated that perhaps the Precursors were fearful of its creations. And rightfully so, as the Forerunners hunted their creators to extinction.

The Flood was, in a way, a form of revenge against the created, and now the Forerunners were as the Precursors were: a dead race. How history came back to haunt Undying-Light-of-Protection.

As Guardian worked, he was still well aware of Paradigm watching him. The ancilla was likely doing his own analysis of his work.

"Perhaps you should rest," Paradigm suggested. "You have been working nonstop for quite some time. You know that rest is a necessity, even for you."

"When all genocidal races are gone," Guardian argued. "I will rest. Or when I die,"

"Remember the promise you made," Paradigm said. "Remember him."

That got a reaction from the young Forerunner, who stopped moving altogether, and remained hunch at the work table. Silence ensured, with only the sounds of machinery humming being audible.

"I also made a promise to our people to finish the fight," Guardian strained.

"And you know very well that you can stop the Reapers," Paradigm rested. "When you are well yourself."

"I am fine," Guardian rebutted. "Leave me to work."

Paradigm would retaliate if he felt that he could get through the thick skull of his assigned partner. His chances of actually achieving progress in this conversation were slowly dwindling into single digits now.

It was time to wink out.

For now at least.

"Do what you will, old friend," the ancilla frowned.

The words were filled with longing and sadness. The past 100,000 years had not been kind to his friend, and more than once, Paradigm questioned both of their sanities. It was a miracle that he hadn't entered the stages of rampancy. Or maybe had already and simply did not realize it yet. Perhaps they were both of unsound minds.

And it was rather unfair to bring up the people that both of them had once treasured to a fault, but he had to say it.

**I admit that this was a bit of a difficult chapter. Character development is becoming more and more important. I'm guessing that I need to take a step back and carefully think about the future of the characters.**

**I think that eventually the Arbiter will be a bit OOC as will Shepard, but ultimately the core of their characters won't change. I think that's for the best.**

**Anyway, if you liked this chapter, let me know with a review. If you hated it, tell me why. Feedback is appreciated.**

**Thanks for reading this chapter, and thanks for over 600 reviews. Remember, try to be a rainbow in someone's cloud.**

**Peace!**
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**Citadel, Widow**

** Serpent Nebula**

** March 10, 2186**

** 07:30 Hours**

Shepard had allowed all crew to disembark for the day. They would stay here for exactly twenty-four hours, and then the Normandy would go to Tuchanka. So naturally, everyone was taking advantage of all the wondrous space station had to offer.

Thel 'Vadam was doing so as well. Even he needed the time to get about and find something to do. Despite the comfort that solitude brought him, he just needed to find a way to let off some pent-up emotion.

So he wandered the Citadel, his honed eyes searching for something of interest to him. He pointedly ignored all of the stares and looks he got as he passed by citizens. C-Sec gravitated away from him when he neared them. He could tell in their eyes that they were taken back by him physically. Still, they didn't show any fear, so maybe they weren't cowards all that much.

The Arbiter didn't entertain the thought of traveling on transports. For one thing, the tight spaces wasn't to his liking. He opted to walk around and see the sights. The Presidium was teeming with all sorts of business people of all species. Here, it seemed that the people were less curious about him being a Sangheili and more interested in him as a potential customer. They must know who he is. Shepard wasn't known for being discrete in her dealings around the galaxy.

And speaking of Shepard, there she was on the news, fighting gallantly and with much nobility and conviction. Human news, or rather Citadel news had a way of really hyperbolizing heroics and good deeds. And legends would always paint a positive light in the history books.

_History prefers legends. _Thel thought, _It remembers the deeds of heroes and the glory of battles, but it forgets the blood shed and all the sacrifices made._

It was a saying that the Spartan had once said. According to John-117, it was a saying that stretched out for hundreds of years in Human history. They liked to embrace the good deeds of heroes and icons, but sometimes, they forget that evil and amoral deeds have to be done so that others do not have to do it.

It made no sense to the Arbiter. Why perpetuate a lie to the people? Why tell them the things that were not true? Were people really that fragile? Would it really make that much of a difference in the lives of people? Could they not understand by breaking down the truth?

And even stranger yet, the Spartan said that he preferred not to be remembered for his deeds. For him, knowing that Humanity was safe and that his work had kept the Human race going was more than enough reward. The Arbiter may not understand Human idolization, but he did understand the Spartan's mentality. And in a way, the Arbiter approved of this lack of interest in fame and glory.

And speaking of fame and glory, there he was next to Commander Shepard, actually looking like he could match her. Call it stupid vanity, but let his mandibles twist into a look of satisfaction. It felt good to match her and surpass her even if to bring her down to reality about how she fought. Shepard still left much to be desired.

But then he realized that he was now on the news seen with Shepard and he was out here in the open.

With a lot of people who were serious Shepard fans.

The Arbiter was too slow to prevent people from surrounding him and trying to get his autograph or trying to get him to do a favor for them. Thel's head looked all around and he was trying to get out his sticky situation.

Then he felt a memory kick into gear. Humans were surrounding him, trying to restrain him. He wore the gold armor of a Fleet Commander. Roaring out, he brought out an energy dagger and lashed out. The screams of death as he took their lives for daring to lay their hands upon him.

They had to die.

Thel's mandibles tightened as his hands were barely kept from reaching for his concealed weapons. If they didn't back off soon, then a bloodbath wouldn't be a matter of if, but a matter of when.

It was with much luck that the crowd dispersed under the authority of C-Sec. And now the Arbiter was reluctantly grateful that they seemed to understand his need for space.

"Alright, that's enough," a Turian officer called out. "Give the guy some space. I don't think Commander Shepard wants to have teammates hassled."

They protested, but the people soon did as they were told. Once the crowd dispersed, the C-Sec officers turned to him.

"Sorry about that sir," the Turian said. "I hope they didn't cause too much trouble."

Thel shook his head. "It did not get to that point."

He left quickly before any more words were said. He needed to get out of the populated areas before an accident like that happened followed by a slaughter.

So he quickly left the open areas and opted for slightly less open places. Or maybe he should be seeking a place with an atmosphere that was of a more appropriate liking to him. Easy to say, hard to find.

Spotting a public transport vehicle that looked spacious enough, he quickly entered, keeping to the shadows to avoid attention. There were a few wandering eyes, Turians he believed. They looked at him strangely. And there were some Asari who eye him as well. Those looks, they were strange and foreign to him.

There were Turians, Asari, and Salarians in large numbers, with a few Volus

He was glad to get off at the next stop, taking the time to mark the locations he had visited on his map within his omni-tool.

The sound of music nearby caused him to investigate the scene. He passed by a sign that glowed in big bright neon colors.

Silversun Strip.

This place was extremely flashy and bright. Lights for as far as the eye could see, people of varying different classes, entertainment that stretched all the way down as far as his eyes could see, and the smell of food. It was too bad he was not hungry as of right now. He might be willing to indulge in a few new alien foods.

Then he saw something that caught his eye. It was a sign.

The Armax Arsenal Arena.

Arena fighting was something that the Arbiter didn't think much of in his entire life in the military. After fighting the real threat, simulations and mock-fights just didn't match up to his standards. He was certain that any real warrior who had fought in war before knew this fact. So it might be in his interest to avoid it.

But there was a flip side as well. This Citadel wasn't exactly a place that he was particularly fond of. In many ways, it brought up some rather bad memories. The Mark of Shame embedded on his chest seemed to burn just a little bit more than usual sometimes. So why not work off the emotions from said memories into simulators that made projections of enemies. He could deadly force and keep his skills honed in the process.

His hands clenched into fists, the Arbiter advanced forward, not even stopping to look at the scoreboard that popped up at his presence.

The first thing that came to mind as he entered were the many people who were spectators. It seemed that normal citizens got some sort of entertainment value from warriors fighting for sport.

The Arbiter considered carefully what he was doing. He didn't want an audience, but then again, when did he care about what people thought about him? What did it matter what he did as long as it did not harm another?

So he advanced forward.

**Guardian P.O.V.**

The Forerunner stared all around him, really unsure about what exactly he was doing at this time.

He hadn't been to the Citadel before, but he was aware of its existence before he locked himself into stasis. It was essentially a mass relay in itself if his information was correct, and his information was correct. The readings he was getting from his armor was an indication of that.

Commander Shepard had said they would be docked for a single day, and that the crew was free to do as they pleased. And the Human called James had told him about this place called the Purgatory Bar.

Guardian had with practice skilled gotten his way through Citadel Security and through scanners. He then followed James to this place. He was uncomfortable with people seeing his face, but he didn't want to go into a civilian place with armor, so he opted for a cut-down version of his armor. He hid his face behind a hood and mask. Only his eyes were visible.

The first thing that caught his attention in this bar was the scent of alcohol. It was rather strong and somewhat not for his taste. And judging by what was going on, it appeared that people liked to drink excessive amounts of alcohol, enough to be more life-threatening than actually pleasant.

When he had asked James why Humans loved to indulge themselves like this to unhealthy levels, the Human shrugged and said that they were find and there wasn't anything to worry about.

So Guardian didn't do anything to help, but he had his own healing module on standby and ready to react to a person in need of medical assistance.

"Alfred," James commented. "You look like you're ready for a fight."

"I'm merely worried for these people," Guardian spoke. "Self-poisoning is not a good way to die."

"And you know that how," James asked.

"I've seen the sort of pain that it induces," Guardian explained. "I do not wish to repeat what happened."

"Right," James said. "Sorry. Didn't mean to be an ass like that."

Guardian stared at the still-full drink in front of him. He wasn't sure he should be drinking alcohol even if it was weak. It wasn't that he was incapable of holding his own alcohol, but he always believed that to allow himself to give into this was going to make him lax, make him slowly forget duty.

Perhaps he had been spending too much time working.

"You know I'm right," 616 Inquisitive Paradigm sounded. "Don't deny yourself some simple pleasures to ease yourself."

This conversation was getting stale fast, but it was truthful, and more than he realized it, Guardian had massive pride issues as of right now. Why now and not back when all was well?

"Are you going to drink that," James pointed to the drink. "It looks like you're debating whether or not it'll kill you."

Guardian chuckled, a heavy baritone sound.

"No Human alcohol can harm me," the Forerunner replied. "The concentration is… not enough to get me drunk."

"And yet your cup is still full," James deadpanned. "Maybe getting a drink wasn't a good idea for you, Alfred."

Guardian turned his head fully to meet James, who was leaning on the counter with a practiced casual position. This Human was surprisingly relaxed for someone who was fighting in a galactic war of annihilation. The first reaction was to think that this soldier wasn't taking his duty serious enough. That thought lasted only a moment, and his next thought was viewed in a much more difference light.

The ability to remain calm and composed regardless of any situation was a trait that Guardian admired in any being Forerunner or not. This James character, from what he had seen, was a very composed sort and always retained his unusual personality. Guardian did know that in order to fight any war, good morale was always a necessity. And while this wasn't exactly the sort of way that he imagined soldiers keeping morale up, it was better than thinking about the people that were dead.

_Perhaps I do need to learn how to be mortal again, _Guardian lamented. _How long has it been since I've had the company of friends?_

The sound of a crowd gathering and shouting and cheering made both soldiers look to where the extranet was playing a channel. And when they saw what was on screen, both did a double-take.

"Wait," James stood up. "Is that… "

"_Ladies and Gentlemen," _the announcer boomed. _"We have a very special match for you tonight. One of Commander Shepard's squadmates has taken to the arena and will battle solo. You don't want to miss this matchup, so pull up a seat and get ready for a show!"_

"Should we be worried," Guardian asked.

"Nah," James shrugged it off. "That's the Armax Arena. Simulations and holograms, nothing to worry about."

"Commander Shepard may not care for this sort of attention," Guardian pointed out. "And this may attract unwanted attention."

"What, like Cerberus?"

"Possibly, among others."

"But didn't you say that you could outdo any technology in this galaxy?"

"It's not completely foolproof. Even I make mistakes."

"Now that's something you don't hear everyday. An intelligent species with superior everything saying they make mistakes."

"That is beside the point," Guardian said. "The point is that we must tread lightly in public places."

"I think we can take and dish out whatever Cerberus is sending our way," James reasoned. "We've done so before."

Humans always liked to think that anything was possible, that no enemy was too powerful to stop, that no obstacle couldn't be removed from the path, that any complexity couldn't be solved with enough patience. Everything they did seemed to be driven by this unexplainable desire to overcome challenges, and for what reason? To prove that they were able to do so?

Forerunners were more pragmatic and practical by nature, less prone to emotions and feelings like Humans were. It had served them well as the protectors of the galaxy and the peace it existed in. The Forerunners were well aware of the tasks set before them, the goals in the long run, and what their place was. And given the naturally longevity of their species, they worked with calm, detached, and careful logic, always making sure their next step was a step well spent. Even the slightest of problems could be disastrous with the right circumstances.

And for all they had done, all they had been, and all they could do, the Forerunners were destroyed by mutations of their creators.

Even to this day, the reasons for choosing Humanity as the next guardians of the galaxy still puzzled him. They were nothing like the Forerunners in how they approached new things, new challenges, and insurmountable odds. Any normal Forerunner might say Humanity lacked the necessary qualities to bear the Mantle.

And yet that was probably the exact reason why Humanity was chosen. They were chosen because they would not make the same mistakes that the Forerunners did when fighting the Flood.

And just maybe, that was the reason why Human logic never made sense to Guardian in the first place. He was no Human, and these beings of the Citadel Council government, they were certainly not Humans, and yet, the last hope for the galaxy rode on the shoulders of the Humans named Jane Shepard.

Undying-Light-of-Protection didn't believe in such things as coincidence, and in a situation like this where Humanity has evolved along a different path, but ultimately retaining the traits that represented Humanity, he was convinced that somehow there was a connection to this galaxy.

Precursor intervention?

He would have to consider this carefully once he was alone with 616 Inquisitive Paradigm.

**Shepard P.O.V.**

In order to keep her mind off of the Arbiter, Shepard had taken to the presidium where she knew the shops were. She needed to check the selections and see what was available for her use. The N7 arsenal that was provided to her was very much in use, but there were other weapons of equal caliber. She needed to open herself to more options.

A few weapons that had caught her eyes were some captured Cerberus weapon models. She hadn't seen these models during her association with the terrorist organization. And she hadn't been able to stop and gather weapons on the field. She needed to remain light and mobile out there. She wasn't sure how it was these shop owners ever got their hands on these things. Maybe it was for the better that she didn't know.

The first was the M-13 Raptor. It was a semi-automatic, with a high magazine capacity for a sniper rifle. This was the sort of rifle for those who prefered to control each and every shot. It may be even overkill to call this weapon a sniper rifle. It played more like a designated marksman rifle in Shepard's eyes. Regardless, Shepard took it. Perhaps Kaiden might get some use out of it. He wasn't one to waste shots, making each one count.

The second weapon she inspected was the M-90 Indra. This was a truly automatic-fire sniper rifle. In a way, it could be used to suppress targets from a distance. Keep the enemy at a long distance, and they would never be able to hit back. An effective strategy, but only an experienced hand could control this gun. Shepard put in an order to the Normandy; if there was one person that could use it, it was Garrus.

The third weapon was a Phaeston; Shepard had seen extensive use of it among the Turian ranks. It was a solid weapon, not overpowering in firepower, but made up with it with a 50-round magazine. With a few modifications, it could be made into a better weapon. This was a weapon that could see use with anyone, so she didn't pass up the opportunity to get it.

The final weapon she checked out was a M-27 Scimitar. A semi-automatic shotgun, it traded power for a larger clip capacity. It was nowhere near as powerful as the M-300 Claymore, but it could be used to keep targets at bay and multiple shots wouldn't be a potential death sentence if the first missed.

After spending a fair amount, she checked to make sure she still had funds. Her numerous missions had been reason enough for the Alliance to begin credit funding to her account. It felt good to be back in business.

After that, Shepard noticed that among one of the outdoor restaurants, Liara sat, with a datapad in her arms. A single glass sat by her side, a clear liquid, water the commander deduced. The Asari looked like she was deep in thought.

Deciding that she had time to kill, Shepard walked up, shying away from the numerous people wanting her autograph. She was never a glory hound, and politely declined any special attention. She already had a huge reputation. There was no need for her ego to join the big leagues.

"Liara," Shepard sat down.

"Shepard," Liara stared at her datapad for a moment before shutting it off and looking to her Human friend.

"You looked like you were doing something really important," Shepard gestured. "Anything I can do?"

Liara looked around. Shepard watched, her senses getting a feeling that whatever her friend wanted to say was something that wasn't for prying ears. Seeing that they were relatively isolated, the Shadow Broker turned back.

"I actually wanted to talk about the Arbiter," Liara spoke.

"Ah," Shepard sighed. "I'd rather not."

"Did something happen?" Liara tilted her head.

"Oh yeah." Shepard bit her hips. "That damn stubborn Sangheili. Whenever I try to ask anything that isn't about our galaxy, it's like talking to a Reaper."

"There has to be something else," Liara pointed out. "You're never this frustrated by a stonewall of a person."

"He sent me a message," Shepard explained. "In simple words, I think he's trying to intentionally screw with me."

"Why?" Liara leaned forward.

"It's like listening to a fortune teller. Cryptic words, vague details, nonsensical expressions."

"Whatever the case," the Asari replied. "He won't give easy answers."

"I get the feeling that there are things that he doesn't want us to know. I figured that you, as a master of secrets, would have an idea."

"I can only guess what he's hiding. I've been trying like you to get something, but he's seen through all of my attempts."

"So we're back to square one."

It wouldn't be the first time that both of them had worked together to solve a mystery. They had found the Shadow Broker through a lot of work. This was just like that in one respect. However, they had absolutely no basis to go off apart from evasive details from the Arbiter.

"As much as I'd like to throw him off," Shepard said. "I won't. He's too useful for me to let go. Even if doesn't say the words, I know that he's got something that I can use."

"Tread lightly, Shepard," Liara warned. "To push him too far is not a fun experience."

"What?" The commander looked alarmed. "Did he threaten you?!"

"Not in explicit terms, but be careful."

The both of them lapsed into silence. It was a silent end to a conversation that would no doubt would be resumed at some later time. Shepard needed answers to win a war, and Liara wanted answers to satiate her desire to understand new cultures. Even if for different motivations, they shared the same goal.

But how to accomplish the goal?

That would require… a great deal of something that the two had yet to figure out yet.

"So besides this," Shepard changed subject. "What else were you doing?"

"Just taking stock of my resources. I've also lost a few agents in the Reaper invasion, nothing too crippling."

"And you network?"

"Intact for the most part. Guardian has been feeding me his own information regarding the galaxy. The information I'm getting is astounding."

"Like?"

"Planets with Element Zero deposits that we didn't even know about, a few untouched garden worlds, two unexplored mass relays, even reassembled information regarding the Protheans."

So one of her teammates was actually being useful after all? She'd have to go to Guardian and give him a handshake. Maybe they couldn't do anything about all of this new information, but Liara would make it work to their advantage.

Their conversation was truncated by the sound of a crowd gather at the viewing screens at the bar. The ability to ignore the crowd was non-existent. With a look to Liara, they both got up to see what the commotion was about.

The few in the crowd that did notice Shepard parted ways for her to see better. Shepard nodded in thanks to these people.

What she saw next was unexpected, but not shocking in any way. The Arbiter was in combat in what appeared to be an arena battle. Looking at the channel, she recognized the Armax Arsenal symbol.

That being said, she wasn't exactly happy to see the Arbiter drawing attention like this. In fact, this might just be the worst thing for her to see. The Citadel was far from safe against eavesdroppers. Anyone could see this, and Shepard had a great deal of enemies. The fact that the headlines were instantly tagging the Arbiter as one of her own wasn't helping her calm down.

A fact that Liara was quick to realize with Shepard tensed posture.

"Shepard?"

"I've got to stop this. Now."

Shepard began to take off, heedless of the following Liara on her tail. Maybe the commander only had herself to blame for this mess. Even worse, the Arbiter could just as easily defy her wishes. He had done it before, and there was no reason for him to stop now.

But no matter the chances of her doing it, she continued forward. Those in her path quickly stepped aside, as the sight of a irritated Commander Jane Shepard was a very frightening sight indeed, enough perhaps to even give the Reapers something to think about.

_Goddess, let this be painless. Please._

* * *

><p><strong>This was a long time coming. I've been writing this chapter in increments over the course of the past few weeks. I do admit that branching off into other stories has allowed me to better think about how to write this one.<strong>

** So this was nothing particularly special. I've got some stuff going on. And the Arbiter, like he always does, has an unhappy Shepard on his tail. Arbiter, why do you have to be so defiant?**

** Anyway, if you guys loved this chapter, let me know in a review. If you hated, I'd like to know why. Feedback is appreciated. As usual.**

** I hope you guys enjoyed reading, and remember, go for it now. The future is promised to no one.**

** Peace out!**


	45. Ch 45: One Good Turn Deserves Another

Chapter 45: One Good Turn Deserves Another

** Citadel, Widow**

** Serpent Nebula**

** March 10 2186**

** 08:42 Hours**

The Arbiter tore effortlessly through yet another cluster of enemies.

It was clear to most of the spectators from the beginning that he was not to be trifled with in the slightest. Even though he was a nobody in their eyes, he was clearly a menace as he systematically kept tearing down every single enemy thrown in his path. It didn't matter what enemy was thrown at him or how many were thrown at him. They all went down one way or another. Some went down in one blow. Others lasted for seconds. And still fewer lasted over ten seconds.

A screaming Reaper shrieked at him, and the Arbiter held his ground, ignoring the incessant noise as best as he could. He then charged in four stride, and quickly engaged in hand-to-hand combat. The creature was not all that much taller than himself and was hardly bulky, but it still possessed more strength than its unnaturally lanky body would suggest.

The Reaper tried to grab him and lift him up, but Thel grappled with the Reaper before slicing off both arms with his energy daggers and then decapitating the head off in one clean stroke.

A sudden explosive blast caught him in the back, and he rolled into cover, giving himself ten seconds, enough time to get his shields up to full charge and then engaged his cloaking device, quietly sneaking around his enemies.

Predictably, they couldn't see him; their eyes weren't sharp enough to detect him. His ambush went accordingly as he impaled two marauders with his omni-blade and lifted them up, allowing them to slide further onto the blade. They quickly dissolved into blue mist. Thel then rolled to cover and engaged his cloak again; he left cover and bisected three cannibals in one swift horizontal stroke.

A Brute came charging at him full speed. Thel met the charge head-on, straining his muscles as he slowly was able to grind them both to a halt before yanking on of its arms forward, and giving him the chance to draw his blade and sever the arm off. Even with a single arm, the Brute still attacked, catching the Arbiter hard enough for his shields to flare. Ignoring the damage sustained by his shields, the Arbiter jumped back only to throw his energy sword at the Brute. The twin blades caught it right in the head.

Thel was swift enough to pluck the blade from the air as the Reaper disintegrated. His head looked around to see that the round had ended. He shut off the weapon and looked to the scoreboard that displayed how well he was playing.

The first few levels, bronze and silver were child's play to Thel, a throwback to the old days of training to join the Covenant. Regardless, he didn't take those simulations any less seriously than he treated real battles. The goal was to kill as many as possible in a short amount of time.

The crowds around him were cheering him on for what they perceived to be a flawless and outstanding display of skill in battle. It was understandable to the Arbiter; they had little to no experience, so any form of serious combat might just be the best they had ever seen.

The Arbiter wasn't nearly as satisfied though. Artificial enemies like these holograms were not quite as he had imagined them to be. They seemed less challenging, less threatening, less problematic as the real ones on the battlefield. These doppelgangers were just not up to par with what the Arbiter had in mind for a decent fighting match.

The war out there was the best possible way to actually put his skills to use and test them. Here, it was merely a game, entertainment for millions of people to watch on a daily basis. There was no screaming, no pleading, and no crying. The things that really happened in war, they were not happening here.

Did this Citadel even know the meaning of war, or did their foolish councilors continue to play them all for fools? Just how arrogant were they to believe that divided they had such a chance against an enemy superior to them in virtually all respects? How many lives would be taken before the threat was responded to in earnest? How many ordeals would have to be done by the enemy in order for the threat to be credible in their eyes?

A great deal of tragedy would have to happen in order for any change to happen. That was the only way the Arbiter could see it happening. It was the same for the Sangheili and the Covenant Separatists. They refused to see until the truth came out in the blatant fashion that it did.

The question was, would it be too late by then?

"Five! Four!," the announcer said.

The Arbiter began to take note of the fact that the final round was beginning. He got himself into position, taking note of the glowing orange balls that indicated where an enemy was about to appear.

"Three! Two!"

He narrowed his eyes. What enemies would appear?"

"One! Final Round!"

The first enemy to appear was a Brute followed by two Ravagers. The three enemies couldn't see Thel yet, so he precariously snuck around them. The first thing he did was shatter the obvious weak point of one ravager: the soft stomach section. While also attacking this vulnerable spot, he made sure to position himself so that he couldn't be fired upon by anyone else.

A few blasts threatened his makeshift cover, but the Sangheili was far from ready to ditch his cover. Grabbing the smoking Reaper, he ran and held the crawling Reaper to keep himself in cover. Once he reached a solid wall, he quickly killed the Ravager.

Unsheathing his energy sword, he reached for his plasma rifle, and fired four shots at the Ravager, the blue energy tearing through the armor and leaving it at very low health.

The Brute hopped over his cover and prepare to grabbed him. Thel responded with a leg to its stomach before firing in its chest. It roared, but remained alive. Thel stood up and delivered a right hook to its face, enough to snap its head back and cause it to fall over. It would never be able to rise fast enough to prevent its own head from being severed.

Using his motion tracker, he lifted his arm to casually absorb the blow of a marauder trying to blindside him. The strength of the Reaper soldier wasn't significant, and all it took was several hard punches to flatten its shields followed by its head being crushed. He then threw the body at several cannibals. The projectile collapsed its intended target. Still one Cannibal launched a grenade at him. He swatted it back in the direction it came from before firing his plasma rifle causing the grenade to explode and kill the downed Reapers.

_Too easy. A challenging foe would be most appreciated._

It was right about then that the alarms sounded in the room and all of the holograms disappeared suddenly. The Arbiter glanced at the central scoreboard, which displayed a score of 11,001, but there was on announcement that the game was over. He puzzled at there being indication that the match was over. This was the final round, and surely if this was it, he'd have more warning.

It was then that he heard the sound of a door opening into the arena. He lowered his weapons to see the last person he wished to see

Jane Shepard, armed to the teeth as well with no one else.

That killer look on her face promised him absolutely no mercy.

Still, he could try and diffuse the situation with words first. It would be rather unbecoming of him to not seek a diplomatic solution before he resorted to a fight.

"Must we fight?"

**Shepard P.O.V.**

Must they fight?

That was his best attempt to dissuade her?

That was just so disappointing on so many levels to Shepard. He could have come up with something better; surely he would have tried to use a far more effective string of words rather than using words that ensured a fight to happen given her mood as of right now. In a way, she was frowning at the Arbiter's choice.

In another way, she was glad that he hadn't completely squashed the idea of a fight out. She needed to vent on someone after seeing his rather brazen display of indirect disrespect towards her. She was his commanding officer.

And it had only taken this long for her patience to be scattered into space dust.

"Since you're disregarding me? Yes, we do have to fight."

He didn't even debate further, only tossing her his other energy sword and activating his own weapon. Shepard caught the weapon in midair, but didn't switch it on. She instead clipped it to her belt and grabbed her shotgun.

The arena instantly morphed into a blade flat box room with no obstacles and no impediments of any kind anywhere. Shepard had to use her persuasive skills and a very subtle intimidation tactic in order to get them to do this, but she was Commander Shepard, and that name carried weight in the galaxy.

Neither she nor the Sangheili said anything as they circled each other, the Arbiter with his blade to the ground but his legs positioned ready to charge. Shepard too held her posture in a charge-ready stance as well, her shotgun loosely pointed in his direction. Neither of them lost eyesight of each other.

The air between them was extremely silent, almost unnaturally so. Not even the spectators around them seemed to make a noise. Silence was all that was around them.

Shepard inched forward a bit, her grip on the trigger getting tighter. Her biotics were already on standby, but she hadn't yet activated it yet. She needed to unleash her power with surprise on her side. The Arbiter despite being an extremely difficult fighter didn't have the means to counter all of her biotic powers.

And she'd be a little bit stupid to give away all of the cards in her hand.

The two of them charged simultaneously, Shepard using her biotic charge to match the Arbiter's speed. The two of them met in one instance, the sound of a sword slashing and round sounding, and then they were apart again, both facing each other, observing each other to see the damage done.

Shepard found her shields were down to almost nothing, but she also saw the Arbiter's shield were glowing as his shields took her point-black range shot.

The Arbiter charged again and moved for a jab to her side, which Shepard responded to by concentrating her biotic energy into her arm and using her own limb to meet the dangerous plasma blades. She kept the contact only enough to deflect with augmented strength. She then fired her shotgun with her other free hand. Her aim was reduced because of this and the shot caused less damage that she knew it could do.

The Arbiter snarled at this and moved in again to intercept her. Shepard fired again, and he held his blade up to block her shots. She cursed at this, and channeled her energy into a throw. The blue ball of energy lanced out towards the Arbiter.

Instead of dodging, he brought up that giant purple shield in front of him, which made her throw dissipate upon contact. He then deactivated and charged her again. She couldn't stop him as he grabbed her with one hand held her in the air, clearly not being able to get out of the choke hold.

Shepard called upon her biotics and focused what she could into a single centralized explosion of biotic energy, enough for the Arbiter to lose his grip, allowing her to escape. She followed up with a reave to keep his shields draining. She knew his shields were far stronger than her own. She was going to have to keep hammering away.

The Arbiter brandished his plasma rifle in his other hand and fired at her. Landing three shots enough to shatter her shields. Shepard gritted her teeth at the intense heat her armor was giving off.

She focused her biotics into a charge again, allowing her barriers to recharge, but it seemed that the Arbiter was fully expecting this as he casually grabbed her by the helmet and slammed her into the ground. Shepard felt the shotgun in her hand ripped away from her grasp.

The Arbiter hovered over her.

"Do you forfeit, Shepard?"

In front of the galaxy?

"Never."

She phased away from her position on the ground and phased back into existence standing straight up.

"Spend much time petting your ego much," the Arbiter taunted.

"Not as much as you," Shepard shot back.

"If I had an ego," the Arbiter grunted, "I might actually be offended; Alas for you."

"Save your pity, squid-head."

Silence.

His eyes dulled, then flared.

Her eyes saw this.

Shepard was completely blindsided by the Arbiter's unexpected burst of speed that knocked her to the ground. A kick to her side followed, sending her a few meters away. She didn't have time to get up as she was grabbed by the ankle and then throw onto her stomach, then back onto her back in a repeated slamming motion. Shepard felt herself grimace in pain at each landing.

Curse film and television moves for actually working against her.

When it finally did cease, Shepard struggled to get up, finding herself in pain all over. She wasn't even given a moment to recover as he sucker punched her in the gut; she fell to her knees again, clenching her own hurting torso. She raised a hand to perform another biotic attack, but found her hand redirected by the Arbiter to herself, the attack striking herself.

She fell over again. Again, she stood, but it was for naught as he unleashed a right hook to her helmeted head. Once again, she was down.

_One more try, _Shepard urged herself, _One more try._

Crying audibly, she feebly got up, even knowing that her display wasn't even intimidating to the Arbiter in the least. She reached for her borrowed energy sword. He showed no emotion when she brandished the weapon. His last attack involved him throwing his entire body into her own. Because he had far more weight behind him than she did, it wasn't a surprise when she found herself on the ground.

The energy sword in her hand was deftly taken from her hand.

Pain, so much pain coursed through her every fiber of being. Why now of all times? Why did she have to open her big mouth?

_Note to self, don't call him squid-head._

Her emerald eyes met a helmeted head with amber eyes. Their face proximities were very close.

_This is weird, _she thought, _and yet for some odd reason it's not._

"Do you forfeit now?"

His voice, it sounded very much like he was threatening death if she didn't comply with his demand. She would be lying if she said that it didn't frighten her in any way, but it did more than scare her.

It was so alluring. And her pain was forgotten for a moment.

Wait, what the hell?

"Do you submit to me?"

What choice did she have?

And the pain just returned.

_You're rationalizing._

"...yes."

His face removed itself from her personal space, but he still hoisted her up, and through her helmet speakers, she let out another groan of agony.

"We should have your injuries looked over."

"No complaints from me."

There was a hush as many people began to no doubt talk about Shepard being taken down by her own teammate. That may not sit well as far as her pride went; it may very well also cause a bit of questioning in her status.

But she could always get people to change their minds about her.

She did have the best warrior in the galaxy after all.

"And NEVER call me squid-head again."

To be a smart ass or to not be a smart ass?

"And if I did?"

Smart ass chosen.

"There are worse fates than death."

Again, frightening, but also alluring.

She still didn't get what that meant for her.

**Liara P.O.V.**

So… that just happened, right?

It looked like it.

Commander Jane Shepard was taken down in public with many spectators and cameras watching. And she was taken down by the conundrum that was the Arbiter.

Was this bad? It could very well be bad, but if Liara had to be honest and logical, it might not be as bad as one might think. Shepard was still the key to saving the galaxy and this was one fight against a teammate. Not everyone won all the time, not even Shepard, the woman who seemed to be able to accomplish the impossible.

But would the galaxy see it that way? Not all people thought with the logic that Liara did. It was just nature for all intelligent life to have double standards coupled with hypocrisy. Liara knew this to be fact; she said she couldn't help Shepard with fighting the Collectors and yet Shepard could help her beat the Shadow Broker. Liara was more than capable of helping Shepard, but she simply chose to pursue her own goals first.

She had made plenty of excuses: she was busy, she had priorities, she had promises to make, people that she owed, people to kill, the list went on and on. At the time, Liara had no problem with saying this because these were things she had to do. Being the boss of an information brokerage was taxing work in so many ways. That was why she had assistants and spies and informants. These were the people that helped bring only the most important information to her desk.

Like Feron.

Like the treacherous Yahg.

Looking at it now, Liara had come to an epiphany: she was making excuses because she didn't trust Shepard. She was making excuses because despite Cerberus's success in reviving her first true friend, she still wasn't sure if the Human woman who stood before her was Shepard. She didn't know if Shepard was truly the same person after her unexpected death.

But Shepard was still the same, and that was quite amazing to Liara.

She was selfish, mistrusting, and wary, and she regretted it so much.

It didn't help that the Arbiter, however brutal his interactions with Shepard were, was spending more time with her than a lot of the crew on the Normandy. Part of it stemmed from Shepard's curiosity to get to know him better. Still so far, he held the most mystery around him with Javik the Prothean being close behind.

The Sangheili and Shepard were playing a really complex game with each other with both of them trying to outwit the other. The game objective was simple: break down the opponent to their very core, find out who they truly were, at least that was Shepard's game. The Arbiter's game was something else.

Shepard was an open book to most people, and the commander wasn't afraid to be an open book, because she had absolutely nothing to hide, nothing to be ashamed of, and nothing that would incriminate her. Perhaps it was this bare honesty that made other people respect her and sometimes even fear her.

The Arbiter, he was the exact opposite of Shepard: completely cryptic, giving only clues as to who he was. There was no doubt truth in what he said, but the question now was what was being omitted from his answers? He was no liar; his personality dictated that he not lie in Liara's honest opinion, but who he was still eluded everyone.

Watching the Arbiter fight in the arena was more than simply watching a fight. It was another window into his personality. He struck with so much precision, accuracy, patience, cunning, and confidence. These were the marks of a warrior who had seen so many battles that perhaps war and conflict was his life in a nutshell as the Human expression said. Soldiers generally had the marks of being truthful because it was necessary; it was especially necessary in a war where survival was the end game, truth and honesty had to be on the minds of everyone, because if there was no trust, there was no uniting, and against the Reapers, that was a death sentence.

That being said, there were so many reasons a war was fought. If a war for survival, then there was a real need for honesty and trust. Anyone who introduced deceit and self-interest into that mix was guaranteed to be left with few friends if any at all. Even Liara was having to keep herself in check as the most notorious broker in the galaxy. With a push of a button, she could change the very course of the war. That sort of power was better kept in the hands of those with restraint.

If a war was for other reasons, the truth may not always be something that was easy to see. Perhaps that truth was simply too horrible to know or maybe it was because there was so much more than a war for revenge or gain. The Arbiter didn't wish to speak much of his experience in war, only saying that he could help. Could it be that his fights were ones that he wasn't proud of?

It seemed highly unlikely and very unfounded.

The Arbiter used every single tool at his disposal regardless of the origin of the weapon. Many times, Liara had witnessed the Sangheili using enemy weapons against them, which suggested that he was willing to put aside personal discomforts in favor of practicality, and Liara knew just how much the Arbiter hated the Reapers. That hatred also suggested that he did indeed consider himself very highly; the fact that he was blatantly disregarding Shepard in so many ways was a testament to just how highly he viewed himself.

He was confident, but he wasn't arrogant. Thus far, he'd been a juggernaut on the battlefield, taking risks and doing things that no one else on the Normandy ground team would ever do. Still, he was tactical, analyzing everything that was around him and not pushing for something that wasn't possible. More than once he said that technology in the galaxy was inferior to what he was use to. He also said that there would be a need to push oneself to commit crimes otherwise unforgivable, or that's what Shepard had spoken of once in private conversation.

From what Liara had just listed off, there was more than enough reason for the Arbiter to not even involve himself in Shepard's business and yet he was still here, fighting the same fight they all had. It just didn't seem right somehow, and Liara wasn't one to overlook help when given virtually for free, but when concerning a fight like this one, the Arbiter had to have reasons for joining. He wasn't one to join simply because he was able.

Liara wanted to know so much what the Arbiter's reasons were.

The Shadow Broker noticed a split in the crowd and could see the Arbiter carrying Shepard; the commander clearly looked like she had had better days. Her body seemed on the verge of being limp. It didn't help that the larger alien wasn't holding her in the most delicate way possible.

Liara jogged up to meet the Arbiter. He didn't take long to notice her. His hold on Shepard remained as it was.

"I… need your help." He sounded forced. Very forced.

Perhaps caring could be added to the list of words to describe the Arbiter with a little more effort on his part.

"This way," Liara gestured. "We should get her to Huerta Memorial. I should arrange a pickup."

"That will not be necessary. I will deliver her to the facility."

"But she'll be in better care if she's with doc-"

"I will deliver her there."

There was no room for debate here. He was going to be the one to get here there, and there wasn't a thing the Asari could do.

"Then we should hurry."

Again, his only response was to make a low baritone grunt.

**Shepard and Thel**

"Shepard, I know this is quite usual for you," Dr. Chakwas grinded. "But was such a display of bravado and heroism necessary?"

Shepard sat slouched on a bed in Huerta Memorial Hospital. She did very much appreciate Karin's concern for her own well-being, but to be lectured about these sorts of things like a mother lecturing their child, it felt annoying on some level.

"I'll try to be more careful," Shepard said. "Besides, it was just a friendly spar."

"A spar," Karin shook her head. "That resulted in a fracture rib cage, internal bleeding in various points across your body, a near concussion-"

Shepard held up her hands. "I get it. I've been better."

Karin frowned. "Yet you're not more concerned about this?"

"I'm Commander Shepard. It's become an occupational hazard now for me. I get hurt all the time, but I get back into the fight. Besides, I heal faster than normal people to begin with, no biggie."

"That's no excuse to be reckless," the doctor countered. "As your doctor, it is my duty to remind your that your physical and mental health are my concern. The galaxy won't be saved if you're not attending to those two things."

That was certainly true, and Shepard couldn't help but sigh in acceptance and defeat at those words. She was buried in the problems of people all around the galaxy and it had never occurred to her that perhaps she was overworking herself. The word overwork had warped into just work it would seem.

Then again, shouldn't Jane Shepard be grateful that someone cared about her and wasn't going up to her and demanding something of her? Was it really so bad to accept that she wasn't going to be able to get it all done?

No, it wasn't wrong nor was it bad, but Shepard hated not doing what she could. She wouldn't be Commander Shepard otherwise.

"Look," Shepard sat up, "I'll take it easy for the rest of the day and I'll get what healing I can in before the mission to Tuchanka. After that, I can't make promises."

Karin nodded. "And that's all I can ask for at our given time. Just know that you're not a goddess, no matter how much it would make your impossible job easier."

Shepard laughed. "Thanks, Karin."

"I'm not the only one you should be thanking."

...what did that mean?

Then Shepard's eyes looked the the Arbiter who stood nearby, his head bowed to the floor and his arms crossed in front of him.

Before Shepard could think to ask any more questions, Karin had already left, and the door had closed, leaving only the commander and the Arbiter in the room.

Now that they were alone, the Arbiter finally looked up to meet her eyes, and she met his with a glare that accused him of doing this to her. His response was to shrug it off in a nonchalant way.

He shouldn't have been here.

"… why are you still here?"

"I am here to oversee you." He left no room for further questions

"Why?" Shepard ignored his unsaid warning.

"Must it be explained?" He sighed. "You truly set a record for the most complex Human I've ever met."

A compliment? It might not have been meant that way, but Shepard was an optimist, so she'd take it that way.

"You are the savior of the galaxy," he explained. "You are needed to save trillions of lives. In your state, your are vulnerable to attack, and I must be here to make sure no assassins would come to end you."

Shepard's eyes furrowed. "I can take care of myself just fine. I'm not some damsel in distress."

"And I never said you were," he agreed. "But even the best need help."

"Does that include you?"

"...yes."

That answer took Shepard by complete surprise. It was vague yes like so many of his answers, but it yet another chink that she had found his armor of secrets.

One down, so many more to go.

Shepard wanted to ask more questions, because she couldn't stand being in the same room as him and remain silent as well.

"If you were this helpful all the time," she spoke, "I might like you more."

He snorted. "Your approval, while annoying, is necessary. I do not pretend that we are on the best of terms, but being amicable is what is needed."

"That would've been nice earlier."

"I needed time to become accustomed to being led by a Human. In the past, whenever I worked with Humans, I was leading my own people or working as an equal."

How long had it been since the Arbiter had been a subordinate, Shepard wondered. It had to have been quite some time if that was the case.

"I need your cooperation." Shepard forced herself to stand up. "And I can't do it if we're at war with each other."

"Then you wish a truce." His arms went to his sides.

"Yes," she nodded. "I've led my team to success so far. It's never perfect, but we've gotten results. You don't have to agree with what I do, and I do value your input, but I'm their leader. I need to show that I'm still capable, otherwise nobody's going to take the Normandy crew seriously."

_A valid point, _Thel mused. _And her record does speak for itself._

"That would mean I have to trust in your judgement." His voice made it clear that this was a very serious matter. "And I've decided that in spite of any animosity between us, I do trust you. I just needed to be sure that my trust was well-placed."

"It is." Shepard put her hands on her hips. "I never take trust for granted. This is about survival of all life."

This was it for the Arbiter, an agreement that had been long in the making. It hadn't been a decision he reached lightly, but Shepard had proven herself worthy in his eyes. It would take time for him to get use to deferring to her leadership, but she did have a way that was just as effective as his own means of leading.

He stepped forward, right up to Shepard. "I pray that you succeed, for the sake of your species and for the sake of this galaxy."

He stuck out his hand in the familiar gesture of affirming a pact or agreement. Shepard stretched out with her own hand and shook it.

"I, Commander Jane Shepard of the Human System Alliance agree to the pact."

"As do I, Arbiter Thel 'Vadam of the Sangheili."

Thel 'Vadam.

Shepard smiled again.

She knew his name now.

* * *

><p><strong>Hello to all of you, my readers. I'm so sorry for the last chapter, but for the past few weeks, I've been running on fumes, and then I got more coal for the fire a few days ago, so here's the result of that inferno. I'm satisfied with it.<strong>

**So the two of them finally have reached a sort of pact. It wasn't an easy journey there, but it's happened, and hopefully that should encourage more unit cohesion when they fight, but does this pact come with more than they realize?**

**Story progress is going well. I've said that I've got the master plan, but writing it is a lot of work, more so than I ever imagined. I think someday I'm going to have to fix a lot of things sometime. Looking back on my work gives me a lot of perspective.**

**If you guys have something to say, then leave a review. Good, bad, random, just do it, because I so do love hearing the thoughts of others.**

**I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter, and remember, not all those who wander are lost.**

**Peace!**


End file.
